Changes in Economic Well-Being of the Elderly by Liao, Mei
City University of New York (CUNY) 
CUNY Academic Works 
All Dissertations, Theses, and Capstone 
Projects Dissertations, Theses, and Capstone Projects 
9-2015 
Changes in Economic Well-Being of the Elderly 
Mei Liao 
Graduate Center, City University of New York 
How does access to this work benefit you? Let us know! 
More information about this work at: https://academicworks.cuny.edu/gc_etds/1021 
Discover additional works at: https://academicworks.cuny.edu 





















A dissertation submitted to the Graduate Faculty in Economics in partial fulfillment of the 




























































This manuscript has been read and accepted by 
the Graduate Faculty in Economics to satisfy the dissertation requirement for 




Professor June O’Neill 
 
________________________            ____________________________________ 
Date         Chair of Examining Committee  
  
Professor Merih Uctum  
 
________________________   ____________________________________ 




Professor Sanders D. Korenman 
Professor David A. Jaeger 




















Advisor: Professor June O’Neill 
 
The U.S. older population has grown more diverse than their previous generations. There is a 
solid increase in educational attainment of the elderly, especially among women. In addition, a 
significant drop in marriage rates coincident with the rise in divorce rates occurred. Both shares 
of the immigrants and of the minority are increasing. Work participation rates for older people 
between 1950s and 1970s were high, then gradually declined to the lower level in the mid-1980s, 
but rebounded in recent decades. Some of the elderly even continue working full-time after 
reaching at their full retirement age. This dissertation uses decennial Censuses and Current 
Population Surveys to analyze basic demographic characteristics of the elderly and employs the 
Survey of Consumer Finances (SCF) data to investigate the changes in income and net worth for 
different age group from 1989 to 2013. The increase of net worth happened for almost every age 
group and reaching at high point of median net worth in 2004 or in 2007. After financial 
collapsed around 2008 and the Great Recession followed, all age groups suffered the reduction of 
net worth significantly. The latest data of the SCF in 2013 shows relatively flattened decline of 
net worth for most groups except the age of 65-74 displaying an upward gain. In general, the 
elderly rebounded faster than the nonelderly after recession. Even though the SCF data show 
clear gains of wealth among the middle and the top group, the very high and very low wealth 
groups are always going together and the diffusion of the large middle group is not trivial. As to 
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Chapter 1  
Introduction 
Americans have been living longer due to improvement in medical science and access to medical 
care through Medicare, Medicaid and most recently the Affordable Care. As a consequence, the 
population ages 65 and older has increased from 35 million in 2000 to 46 million in 2014.1 
Moreover, the projection indicates strong future growth. In the meanwhile, the remaining life 
expectancy for those at age of 65 had been increasing and has projected to keep expanding. 
Between 1910 and 1950, estimated life expectancy at birth experienced an amazing gain, which 
increased from 50 years in 1910 to 65.5 years in 1950 for men, and 53 years to 71 years for 
women at corresponding year span.2 For at age 65, life expectancy in 1960 was 13 years for men 
and 15.8 years for women. In 2010, both men and women have increased to 17.7 years and 20.3 
years, respectively. Because the elderly are the major recipients of federal entitlements, the 
growth of elderly population should increase burden on economy.3  
Apart from living longer, what have other major changes categorized the character of 
current and future elderly? Table 1-1 presents older people as a percentage of total population by 
sex and by older age group. From 1970 to 2010, the proportion of ages 65 and older increased 
from 10% to 13% of total population. This slow upward growth for past four decades would not 
be the case in the near future. The Bureau of Census projected that the proportion of elderly 
population in 2020 will be 16.9% and in 2030 will be 20.6%. The large projected increase from 
2010 to 2020 has to do with the aging of the baby boomers who will be reaching at their 
                                                      
1  The Bureau of Census population estimates as of July 1, 2014. 
2 See Appendix Table A1-1. 
3  In this dissertation, I define aged 65 and older as “the elderly”.    
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retirement age over the next two decades.4 The rise in the number of the elderly in the U.S. has 
put pressure on resources directed towards the older ages and that pressure will grow.  
 
In reality, entitlement programs for the elderly have become the largest components of 
Federal spending in recent decades. Social Security and Medicare, two categories of Federal 
government spending most closely related to the benefits of elderly Americans sum to 37.6 
                                                      
4 The first wave of baby boomers has reached at age of 65 in 2010. By 2011, the fastest growing segment of 
the U.S. population is projected to be people over the age of 65. 
1970 1980 1990 2000 2010
2020 2030 2040
Total
60-64 4.2 4.5 4.3 3.8 5.4 6.3 5.5 5.2
65+ 10.0 11.3 12.5 12.4 13.0 16.9 20.6 21.7
65-69 3.4 3.9 4.1 3.3 4.0 5.4 5.7 4.9
70-79 4.6 5.1 5.7 5.8 5.4 7.5 9.4 9.2
80+ 1.9 2.3 2.8 3.4 3.6 4.0 5.5 7.5
Women
60-64 4.4 4.7 4.4 4.0 5.6 6.5 5.6 5.3
65+ 11.2 13.1 14.7 14.3 14.6 18.4 22.4 23.6
65-69 3.7 4.2 4.4 3.4 4.2 5.7 5.9 5.1
70-79 5.2 5.9 6.6 6.6 5.8 8.0 10.1 9.8
80+ 2.3 2.9 3.7 2.7 4.6 4.7 6.4 8.7
Men
60-64 4.0 4.3 4.1 3.7 5.3 6.1 5.4 5.1
65+ 8.7 9.3 10.3 10.4 11.4 15.3 18.8 19.6
65-69 3.2 3.5 3.8 3.2 3.9 5.2 5.5 4.8
70-79 4.0 4.3 4.8 4.9 4.9 6.9 8.7 8.6
80+ 1.5 1.5 1.8 2.4 2.7 3.2 4.6 6.3
Table 1-1: Elderly As Percent of Total Population by Age and Sex
Source: Data from 1970 to 2010 are decennial censuses; from 2020 to 2040 are




percent. 5  For foreseeable future, the cost of the federal entitlement programs will keep 
increasing. Analysts have argued that, the entitlement programs, especially those for older 
persons will require an overhaul.6 Otherwise, the ever-expanding Social Security and Medicare 
budgets will crowd out other domestic spending. Further examining Table 1-1, among the elderly, 
those ages 80 and older have been increasing and has been projected to rise from 3.8% in 2010 to 
5.5% in 2030 and another projected increase to 7.5% in 2040. The longevity is noticeable. This 
explains why the expenditures of Medicare have kept growing. Besides, the fact that female 
survival chances exceed those of men, especially at the older ages, becomes more evident in 
2010. For those ages 80 and older, female population was about 4.7% compared with only 2.8% 
of men in 2010. Likewise, this older female surviving trend has projected to keep ahead of older 
men.  
Has the well-being of the elderly improved both economically and physically? On signing 
the Social Security Act in 1935, President Roosevelt stated what Social Security intended to 
achieve was “to frame a law which will give some measure of protection to the average citizen 
and to his family against the loss of a job and against poverty-ridden old age.” 7 Nowadays, the 
elderly are not only healthier but richer. They are also more educated. The skills acquired from 
educational attainment leave them in a position quite different from their early counterparts. For 
policy consideration, interest in the health and economic status of the elderly and their impacts 
on society as a whole has grown. In spite of the importance of the health well-being of the 
                                                      
5  See Appendix Table A1-2. Study found in 1940, percent of men age 65 years and over eligible for 
Social Security benefits was 11%. Until 1975, it was 92.5%. The eligibility currently is close to 100% for 
most elderly. See Economic Report of the President, 1976, p.115.Social Security benefits alone measured 
as a percentage of total federal outlays was12.6% in 1960, 20.1% in 1980, and 22.9% in 2000. Visit 
http://www.ssa.gov/history/percent.html to see “Social Security Benefits as a Percentage of Total Federal 
Budget Expenditures.” 
6  See June O’Neill (2004). 
7
  Part of the statement President Roosevelt gave on signing the Social Security Act in 1935.  
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elderly, this study is mainly concentrating on the economic side. I will examine how the 
demographic nature of the American elderly has been evolved and to document changes in the 
real income and wealth of the elderly over time.  
The increase of elderly population and the reduction of covered workers interact to affect 
the ratio of beneficiaries to taxpayers in turn influence the financial health of Social Security. 
Nonetheless, the improvement of income and wealth of the elderly may offer a relief. I start 
analyzing the changes in demographic characteristics of the elderly and examining how specific 
policies influence the rise and fall of work participation of the elderly in Chapter 4.8 As to 
document the real income and wealth—a core topic of this dissertation, I investigate it from 
different aspects. In Chapter 5, I examine changes in trends of income and wealth of the elderly 
using data both from March Current Population Survey (CPS) and Survey of Consumer Finances 
(SCF). As the elderly are not a homogenous group, in Chapter 6, I explore the poverty status of 
the elderly and the inequality among the elderly. And in Chapter 7, I evaluate the recent impact 
of Great Recession on income and wealth of the elderly and inspect several downturns in the past 
to compare the differences. 
Since the elderly are less dependent on earned income and more dependent on income from 
assets, the traditional CPS income surveys offer little information on the overall economic status 
for the elderly. For instance, a person may have considerable wealth but choose not to convert it 
into income. A large proportion of the elderly possess their own home. Home ownership is 
potentially a source of imputed rental income.9 As income is frequently misreported, economists 
                                                      
8  After steadily decreasing employment from the 1940s to the late 1980s the trend in employment 
participation of the elderly has turned up. The drive behind the increase in employment among the elderly 
partly comes from a policy change in Social Security, partly from changes in education and access to 
white collar (non-physical) work or in the taste for work. 
9  Besides, while most of the elderly receive Medicare and some receive Medicaid, the value of the 
government benefits is important but how to measure it is controversial. 
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have increasingly been using the Consumer Expenditure Survey (CE), which collects the details 
information of consumption on goods and services, or the Survey of Consumer Finance (SCF), 
which provides complete sources of measuring household’s net worth. Understanding the 
standard measures of income are particularly flawed, this dissertation will use the Survey of 
Consumer Finances extensively to bridge the income and wealth measure gap for the elderly.   
According to the Federal Reserve’s latest report of Survey of Consumer Finances (SCF), 
released in September 2014, the family’s income on average fell 5 percent between 2010 and 
2013 and wealth was reduced 12 percent. For the top 10 percent of American families, average 
incomes rose by 10 percent from 2010 to 2013. As to the rest of the population, average incomes 
were flat or falling. Although at a slower pace during the recession, the concentration of wealth 
seemed to continue without interruption. The Fed report also states that the top 3 percent of 
families held 44.8 percent of wealth in 1989, 51.8 percent in 2007 and 54.4 percent in 2013.10 This 
report does not specifically focus on the elderly. I provide this information in my dissertation. In 
addition, the Joint Center for Housing Studies of Harvard University (JCHS), its annual 
report—The State of the Nation’s Housing 2014—does not elaborate on the ownership of the 
elderly in details either. By and large, it shows that housing is the largest expenditure in most 
household budgets, for the “severely burdened group” in particular.11 The JCHS study concludes 
that homeowners are much less likely to be cost-burdened than renters and more and more 
homeowners are carrying mortgages well into retirement.  
In this dissertation, I estimate the value of the housing as an asset—the rate of home 
ownership and home value—of the elderly using data in the SCF. I will also use the SCF to 
investigate the economic well-being of the elderly, including how their income and wealth 
                                                      
10  See Jesse Bricker and et al., (2014), p.11. 
11  JCHS defines “paying more than 30% of income for housing” as “housing cost burdened” group and 
defines “severely burdened” group who pay more than 50% of income for housing. (JCHS, 2014: 27-28) 
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changes over time. Have the share of families that hold assets, owned home or owned rental 
properties varied by large degree? What do the trends show for those elderly with financial assets 
including retirement accounts, savings bonds, life insurance, debt burden, and with nonfinancial 
assets such as business equity across time? Is there a widening wealth divide in the retirement 
prospects of working Americans and for the elder households? Except using the SCF data from 
1989-2013, which allows me to portrait a long-term picture of economic well-being of the aged 
population, I use one of the few panel surveys of the SCF conducted in 2007 and in 2009 to assess 
the immediate impact in income and wealth after the financial collapse. However, this very short 
span of a panel only serves as a reference. A long-term income data from CPS March can show 
clearer fluctuation before and after several downturns.  
In brief, there are four major findings in the study. First, the results show increases in overall 
wealth for the elderly and the trends have occurred over time, not just two isolated sets of data 
points. Second, the proportion of the retirement accounts and its share of total wealth have been 
increasing and the retirement accounts can mitigate the recession shock by offering a source of 
income. Third, among the wealth poor elderly—defined as those with negative or zero wealth, 
their characteristics tend to be older, less educated, more minorities among blacks and Hispanics, 
more non-married singles. About ninety percent of the wealth poor elderly are retired or not 
working and only 26 percent report having residency ownership. Fourth, the elderly as a whole 
appear to have recovered from the recession quicker than the non-elderly due in part to their less 
dependence on employment.  
This dissertation includes the following chapters.  
Chapter 2 reviews the research literatures related to the issues and topics of the elderly, such 
as the changes in pattern of the retirement accounts, how government transfer programs affect 
living arrangements of the elderly, the relationship between asset values and early/late retirement, 
7 
 
the transition from employment to retirement, and the calculation of wealth accumulation of the 
elderly households. 
Chapter 3 discusses the data nature of Survey of Consumer Finances (SCF) and constructs 
an analytical framework of income and wealth measure. 
Chapter 4 explores the demographic characteristics and living arrangement of the elderly, 
including changes among different birth cohorts. While income always shows positive 
association with education, incomes for families headed by persons with different education are 
also investigated.  
Chapter 5 examines changes in the distribution of the wealth of American families over the 
period 1989–2013, documents the trends of income and wealth of the elderly and compares the 
trends with younger groups, elder birth cohorts, and different living arrangement among the 
elderly. 
Chapter 6 assesses the poverty status of the elderly and the income and wealth inequality 
among the elderly. The poverty and inequality assessment are compared by living arrangement, 
race and ethnicity, and education level.  
Chapter 7 investigates the impact of economic downturns on the income of the elderly using 
CPS March data and on the wealth suing the SCF data. Some households reach retirement having 
accumulated substantial wealth while others approach retirement with limited assets. During the 
downturn, those who have asset can accommodate themselves better since they can convert their 
asset into income.   
Chapter 8 summarizes the findings and concludes.  
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Chapter 2  
Literature Reviews 
Wealth of the elderly has rarely been researched in terms of income, assets and debt in details. 
While dealing with the policy issues of the elderly, from public’s perspective, Social Security and 
Medicare are mostly on the top priorities of discussion; whereas from seniors’ point of view, 
health and retirement income are main factors that will greatly affect their lives and livelihoods. 
Academic studies and debates have been either centering on issues for policy purposes or on 
factors determining elderly’s well-being. As to establishing the causal relationship from policies 
on one hand to the elderly well-being on the other hand is hard to enact. Only specific correlation 
may be obtained from access to restricted individuals’ tax return data or medical use data. 
Overall, the economic world of the elderly is blur and incomplete. After examining economic 
literatures on topics of the elderly, we should see why it is important to portray economic 
well-being of the elderly in relatively full dimensions. 
2.1 Have the Elderly Been Doing Well Since 1980s? 
From official poverty measure, starting from 1959 (the first official poverty rate of the 
elderly was released) to the early 1970s, the elderly were the group most likely to fall into 
poverty compared with the non-elderly. The tides have turned starting from in the middle of 
1970s. The poverty rates of the elderly have been decreasing and staying around 10 percent at the 
most. Most studies in the early 1980s documented the rising income trends of the elderly and 
found that great improvement in the economic status of the elderly had lifted large proportion of 
them out of poverty. However, the fall of elderly poverty induces two competing arguments 
described below.  
9 
 
One argument emphasizes that the decline is substantial. Those who believe that the poverty 
decline is solid claim that Social Security payments help to improve the income of the elderly, 
thus reduces the rates of poverty. One reason that the aged people have been enjoying a long 
duration of poverty reduction is because they are less vulnerable to retirement income fluctuation 
since their Social Security benefits are indexed to the cost of living. Assets (if they do own some) 
also appreciate with inflation (Hurd and Shoven, 1985). Nevertheless, most early studies had 
depended on comparisons only with surveys which reported cash income.  
The other argument believes the decline would not be so dramatic if we take into account 
some aspects of real income more relevant to the elderly, such as medical expense. Some studies 
have questioned the effectiveness of the official poverty measure for the elderly. Korenman and 
Remler (2013) argue that it is particularly important to take into account both Social Security 
income and total annual amount of medical expense while doing poverty measure of the elderly. 
Moreover, a variety of models with organized specifications have been tested. They find that the 
official poverty rate for the elderly is underestimated. As to which measured models are better 
suited for the elderly, no conclusion has been made. Yet using poverty rate to portray the 
well-being of the elderly contributes only a small part to understanding the world of the elderly.  
2.2 Sources of Noncash Benefits of the Elderly 
Staring in the 1980s, Bureau of Census expanded to collect information about government 
transfers, mostly noncash in the Current Population Survey. The “new” data served to evaluate 
the effect of in-kind transfer benefits on elderly persons and offering comparison to the 
non-elderly (Smeeding, 1982; 1986). Based on CPS March 1980 and using money income to 
estimate, Smeeding found that the elderly were about half as well off as the non-elderly.12 After 
                                                      
12  Here, the ratio of income of the elderly to the nonelderly was 0.518 in 1979.  
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subtracting income taxes, the ratio of income of the elderly to the non-elderly was 0.601, raising 
the relative income of the elderly to 60 percent due to the elderly face a lower tax burden. Next, 
Smeeding included income from in-kinds benefits, such as employment-related noncash benefits 
and the cost of housing (both housing subsidy and implicit rent value)13 to “Total income”, the 
elderly added more income relative to the non-elderly and became 65 percent as well off as the 
nonelderly.  
2.3 Changes in Pattern of the Retirement Accounts  
Income, cash or noncash, is one of the several dimensions that affect the income prospects 
of the elderly. Other dimensions including retirement accounts and changes in the pattern of 
retirement accounts influence future receipt too. Studies have shown the shift from defined 
benefit (DB) pension plans14 to defined contribution (DC) plans15 in recent decades. Will this 
shift make workers approaching retirement age more vulnerable than earlier generations since 
the defined contribution pension accounts are frequently invested in financial market, and may 
have lost value as a result of the market decline or instead this shift give workers more flexibility 
to save and invest? However, speculation on delay retirement for older workers might increase 
when there is a long duration of financial market decline. Gustman et al. (2010) examine the 
Health and Retirement Survey (HRS) and find that DB until recently is still the dominant plans 
for the near-retired group. They assess the effect of the dot-com bubble on retirement and find 
that stock price changes have modest effect on the decision of retirement—delaying a few 
                                                      
13  Besides, in this “new” collection of income data, Smeeding found three-quarters of households headed 
by ages 65 and older own homes. 
14  Defined benefit pension plans provide yearly income for life, funded by the employer, where a formula 
determines the benefit based on earnings, age, and service. 
15  Defined contribution pension plans include pension accounts such as 401(k) or 403(b) plans which 
establish in the name of the workers, funded by contributions from the worker and/or the firm, and 
invested in assets including stocks. 
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months to get retired on average. For a person approaching retirement, losing several percentage 
points of total wealth is certainly a significant loss.  
Dushi and Honig (2007) use two cross-sections of data from the HRS to examine the 
participation in 401(k) plan—one of the defined contribution pension plans. Their sample 
consists of workers ages 51-56 representing two cohorts: the original HRS cohort born 1931-41, 
first interviewed in 1992, and the Early Baby Boomer (EBB) cohort born 1948-53, interviewed 
in 2004. They found that participation in 401(k) pensions in the EBB cohort is almost 50 percent 
greater than that of the earlier cohort. The participation in 401(k) plan growing over a relatively 
brief period may reflect differences in tastes between the two cohorts or changes over this period 
in the external environment regarding retirement saving, and so on.  
2.4 Government Transfer Programs and Living Arrangements  
After retirement, the stable sources or the expected sources that elderly people can count on 
sometimes are closely related to whom they live with, no matter relatives or non-relatives. 
Family size and living arrangements particularly determine how money will be spent and 
distributed in a household. On average, the size of a household headed by an elderly is usually 
less than two persons—some of them simply live alone. In contrast, the non-elderly households 
are average around 3 persons. Therefore, in analyzing the wealth in a household, we need to at 
first figure out the family size and the living arrangements. Several changes regarding the living 
arrangements in the U.S. can be summarized as: (1) Size of households and families has become 
smaller over time; (2) The average age of married couple families tended to be older and the 
proportion of them smaller; (3) There has been increasing trends for living alone; (4) The 
reduction of married families and the increase of living alone act together to contribute to the 
rising average age of first marriage (Vespa, et al. 2013). Over time, the proportion of households 
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headed by older individuals has increased.  
2.4.1 Social Security and Living Arrangements 
There are researches devoted to examine the effect of Social Security on living 
arrangements. The “timing” result shows that the decline in percentage of the elderly living with 
relatives coincides with launching Social Security Old Age Assistance in 1935 and subsequent 
program liberalizations.16 Despite the “timing” evidence suggesting that Social Security has an 
impact on living arrangements of the elderly, support from earlier empirical studies on living 
arrangements and Social Security is mixed. Bösch-Supan et al. (1992) conclude that increase 
Social Security income did not raise the probability of living alone for the elderly relative to the 
probability of living with their children, but Social Security income did decrease the chance of 
institutionalization; whereas, McGarry and Schoeni (1998) find that Social Security benefits had 
a large impact on the living arrangements of older nonmarried women. Moreover, Costa (1999) 
notes that, in the 1940s, the Old Age Assistance program was one of the major determinants of 
the living arrangements of older nonmarried women. More than half of the decline in the fraction 
of older nonmarried women living with relatives from 1950 to 1990 can be attributed to rising 
Social Security benefits and subsequently expanded eligibility. One of the reasons that Social 
Security had a substantial effect on the living arrangements of older nonmarried women was 
because it comes with no strings attached. Figure 2-1 presents changes in median income by 
marital status in selected years. Married couples always have higher median income than 
nonmarried persons. It shows that the family structure alone has exhibited the income differences 
                                                      
16  The Social Security Act of 1935 included two programs targeting the elderly – Old Age Assistance, a 
need based program which made federal subsidies available to states with Old Age Assistance programs, 
and Old Age Insurance, which in 1939 became Old Age and Survivors’ Insurance. In 1940 97% of 
combined Old Age and Survivors’ Insurance and Old Age Assistance payments went to Old Age 
Assistance and in 1950 reduced to 73% (See, Series H 238-244 and H 346-367 in U.S. Bureau of the 




among the elderly. While inspecting their trends of income, we should consider the married 
couples and nonmarried persons separately.  
 
Source: Author derived from Income of the Aged Chartbook, 2012, p.6. 
2.4.2 SSI participation and Coresidence Choices  
Studies on Supplemental Security Income (SSI) program and living arrangements find SSI 
participation has the tendency to discourage older people to live with others because 
co-residence decreases the possibility of receiving SSI. Living independently helps to maximize 
the amounts that they can receive. When one resides in another person’s home, the federal SSI 
benefit is reduced by up to one-third. SSI grants means-tested benefits to those individuals who 
do not receive Social Security or private pension benefits or whose benefits are very low. Most 
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SSI recipients who meet an income test and asset test are low-income aged, blind, and disabled 
people. The SSI cash payment (usually supplemented by Food Stamps and Medicaid) cannot 
exceed the poverty line. The poverty rates were much higher before the SSI program launched in 
1972 and have even since declined remarkably.  
Favreault and Wolf (2004) used data from the 1990 through 1993 panels of the Survey of 
Income and Program Participation (SIPP) and linked this SIPP data to administrative records on 
SSI history, work history and time of death to analyze the relationship between SSI and living 
arrangements among the aged. They found that SSI participation and living arrangements are 
connected: for those who received SSI, they are more likely to live independently; in contrast, 
co-residence would decrease the possibility of receiving SSI. Yet when older people experienced 
health decline and financial difficulty, they tended to move in with their children or other 
relatives to cut down the living cost—a “private” mechanism for transferring resources. 
Furthermore, one early study found the co-residence could reduce poverty of the elderly by as 
much as 42% (Rendall and Speare, 1995).  
2.5 Asset Values and Retirement  
Suppose between October 2007 and October 2008, if newly retired workers invested all 
their saving in the American stock market, they would see the value of their retirement savings 
fall by more than 40%. As we know Social Security is inflation-adjusted,17 the purchasing power 
of Social security benefits will not be affected no matter in good time or bad time. Burtless (2008) 
has point out that for Americans ages 65 and older, Social Security income accounts for about 40% 
of total income. It has even larger share for families with income at middle and low level. The 
replacement rates of Social Security income on average are not enough to maintain their previous 
                                                      
17  Since they use a Laspeyres-type measure, they overstate inflation and increase benefits by more than 
inflation.     
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living standard after retirement. In addition, older workers have lost substantial wealth during 
recession are more likely to postpone their retirement to save more (Goda, et al., 2010; Levitz, 
2008).         
Using data from the Retirement History Survey, Blau (1997) find that the spousal benefit 
provision has a small negative effect on labor participation of older female spouse and a small 
positive effect on older male spouse; which means when a couple family starts to receive 
retirement income, wife is more likely to quit her job and, in contrast, husband is still possible at 
work. Blau (1998) further analyzes the joint labor force dynamics of older couples. She 
concludes that there are strong associations between labor force status of one spouse and labor 
participation of the other spouse. As the recession usually brings substantial declines in the value 
of workers’ defined contribution plans and other equity assets, older workers will consider total 
current and expected values of their income and assets to decide if they can sustain themselves 
before retirement. The retirement decision seems to go through a series of calculation, no matter 
by the older worker alone or by husband and wife jointly.  
Even current housing prices can play a role on retiring decision. Farnham and Sevak (2007) 
use data provided by the Office of Housing Enterprise Oversight with cross-MSA variation in 
house-price movements to show that changes in housing wealth do affect retirement timing for a 
sample of older workers from the HRS. They find that housing-wealth shocks affect retirement 
expectations as well as retirement rates. They estimate that a 10% increase in housing wealth is 
associated with a reduction between 3.5 months and 5 months in expected retirement age.  
Also using HRS data, Goda, Shoven and Slavov (2010) investigate the relationship between 
stock market performance and retirement expectations over the 1998 to 2008 period, which was 
before the Great Recession. They find a statistically significant negative relationship between 
expectations of working full-time at age 62 and the value of the S&P 500 index toward the end 
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of their study period; which means the higher the stock prices, the less for older workers 
expected to work full-time. Nonetheless, they remark that higher probabilities of working in 
recent years may be related to factors other than stock market performance, such as pessimism 
about economic security.      . 
The Great Recession occurred from late 2007 to June 2009 resulted in a decline in financial 
asset values as well as a decline in property values which was unprecedented in recent decades.   
Ondrich and Falevich (2013) focus on the effect of financial wealth and housing equity wealth 
on the retirement decision. They use HRS panel data from 1992 to 2010 together with restricted 
SSA data in which provide geographic location that enables them to specify the value changes of 
home equity around the area where the respondents live. Their findings suggest that declines in 
housing wealth during the Great Recession significantly delayed the retirement of married men. 
Asset values of older workers may well determine their retirement decision. There is dynamics 
between asset wealth and retirement decision, particularly when asset values face challenge 
during business cycle. How the asset wealth of elderly reacts to recent economic downtown is a 
topic I deal with in Chapter 7. 
2.6 Transitions from Employment to Retirement 
Several researchers have analyzed workers’ transitions from employment into retirement.  
Some analyses focus on understanding the differences between voluntary and involuntary 
retirement and find that poor health, job loss, and care obligations are associated with 
involuntary retirement, while age, pensions, Social Security, and savings are more related to 
voluntary retirement. Other studies estimate the impact that early retirement has on future 
retirement benefits and find that older workers who leave the labor force early have significantly 




Work participation of older workers 
Generally, older workers who lose jobs and struggle to find new ones are more likely to 
retire early. Some policymakers have promoted delaying retirement as a way to improve the 
security of older adults’ economic prospects (Munnell and Sass 2008). Working more at older 
age does provide economic security. It is important for policymakers to understand who stops 
working early and how they support themselves. Butrica and Karamcheva (2012) used HRS data 
to investigate how those nonworking adults (ages 51-61) support themselves before they become 
eligible to receive Social Security. They find nonworking older adults are diverse in character. A 
large proportion is poor with low incomes and limited wealth. Another sizable proportion is 
income poor but asset rich. On the whole, those who do not work before full retirement age may 
be more likely to apply and qualify for Social Security disability and SSI benefits. They are 
especially vulnerable in retirement and likely to have lower savings, lower Social Security 
benefits, and lower pensions compared with workers.  
2.7 Distributional Effects or Inequality? 
Retirement income mainly comes from three sources: Social Security, employer-based and 
other pension plans and savings. Through the policy perspective, studies on economic conditions 
of the aged have been mostly concentrated on the research of Social Security. Wolff (2007) 
emphasizes that early work on the distributional effects of pension and social security wealth has 
been rather limited, whereas, one of the very few early works by Feldstein (1976) considered the 
effects of Social Security Wealth (SSW)18 on the overall distribution of wealth. Feldstein used 
the 1962 Survey of Financial Characteristics of Consumers (SFCC), a survey performed by the 
Federal Reserve Board of Washington and is the pioneer survey similar to the SCF. Feldstein 
                                                      
18  Feldstein defines “family’s social security wealth” as the sum of the actuarial present values of (1) the 
man’s basic retirement benefit, (2) his wife’s retirement benefit when he is alive, and (3) his wife’s 
survivor benefit after he is dead.      
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found that the net worth of households including SSW has a major effect on lowering the 
inequality of “Total” household wealth (including SSW).  
Recent two decades, among various topics regarding Social Security, some studies seem to 
agree that Social Security system has the capacity to redistribute benefits from higher lifetime 
earners to the lower ones. But Meyer, Wolf and Himes (2004) indicate that two-thirds of older 
women receive spouse and widow benefits and their benefits are distributed based on marital 
status rather than on employment status. Their research shows that there has been unprecedented 
retreat from marriage among black women. Older black women will be unlikely to qualify for 
spouse benefits because spouse and widow benefits generally require recipients to be either 
currently married or to have had a ten-year marriage. Therefore, is there adverse effect regarding 
certain policy restriction that impedes the redistribution of Social Security Wealth?   
In addition, even though the elderly households on average display a better off economic 
condition as a group, among them, some are still financial insecure and at risk of poverty. We’d 
like to figure out the inequality among the elderly and compared it with the nonelderly. Several 
studies use data from income tax returns to explore the history of income distribution in the 
United States (Picketty and Seaz, 2003; Saez and Zucman, 2014; Kopczuk, 2014). Besides, 
Edlund and Kopczuk (2009) argue that if men make and women inherit great fortunes, then the 
share of women at the top of the wealth distribution would reflect the degree of wealth mobility 
at present and intergenerational mobility too. Using estate tax returns data, they find the share of 
women among the very wealthy in the U.S. peaked in the late 1960s and then declined to present. 
They argue, with the share of women proxying for inherited wealth, wealth mobility decreased 
until the 1970s and rose thereafter. Their findings are consistent with the technological change 
improving the trends in wealth mobility and the increase on the top wealth are mostly self-made 
men.   
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Kopczuk (2014) investigates the evolution of the top richest group based on three different 
data sets: (1) Survey of Consumer Finances, (2) estate tax multiplier techniques, and (3) 
capitalization method. The major purpose of his study is to examine the discrepancy of results 
while using different data set. His findings show that up to mid-1980s all three collected data 
have consistent results for the top wealth concentration but deviate to some extent afterwards. 
While employing capitalization method, it displays a dramatic increase in wealth concentration. 
Nonetheless, the other two methods show only a small increase. Kopczuk argues that the 
increase in capitalization estimates since 2000 is driven by a surprising increase in fixed income 
assets. He notes that changing nature of top incomes and the increased importance of self-made 
wealth may explain difficulties in implementing each of the methods and account for why the 
results go in a different direction. 
2.8 Wealth Accumulation 
How the elderly accumulate their income and wealth during lifetime work very much 
depends on their jobs, kinds of policies, and specific institutionalized mechanism which allow 
them to demonstrate their abilities. As Piketty once stated, “The history of income and wealth is 
always deeply political, chaotic and unpredictable.” (Piketty, 2014:35) Scholars have made huge 
efforts trying to calculate how much wealth individuals have accumulated and if the wealth that 
individuals or families/households have saved enough for their spending after retirement. Scholz 
et al. (2006) develop a life cycle model to assess the optimal wealth for representative sample 
households while approaching retirement. They incorporate detailed data from HRS on family 
structure and age of retirement. Among those detailed information, they gather uncertain 
lifetimes, uninsurable earnings and medical expenses, progressive taxation, government transfers, 
pension and social security benefits. They input a model with 41 years of information on 
earnings realizations drawn from restricted-access social security earnings records and compare 
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household by household. Using the household-specific earnings histories, the model accounts for 
more than 80 percent of the 1992 cross-sectional variation in wealth, which means more than 80 
percent of households reach the optimal targets and fewer than 20 percent of households have 
less wealth than the original intended. However, Scholz et al. find the wealth deficit of those who 
are under-saving is small. Other authors use augmented life cycle models for simulating the 
expected distribution of wealth for representative household types (Hubbard, Skinner, and Zeldes, 
1995). While augmented life cycle models provide benchmarks, these studies do not evaluate the 
optimal level of wealth accumulation. 
Research based on life-cycle model may also find that large wealth gains could advance on 
earlier retirement but wealth losses might delay it. Studies on the unanticipated windfall gains, 
such as lottery winners and those who inherit huge fortune, confirm the reduction of labor force 
participation.19 However, a large wealth gain like a lottery may be unanticipated, the capital 
gains sometimes is accompanied by a change in the expectation of the normal rate of return on 
the stock market. Thus, recent years of boom and bust in the stock market and financial sector 
might offer a chance to re-examine how older people respond to their retirement decision in 
terms of capital gains and losses. The SCF panel survey between 2007 and 2009 contains the 
information for this investigation.   
As for retirements resulting from layoffs, there are more complicated than a large windfall 
of capitals gains since those who are laid off will be reluctant to return to the labor market full 
time due to big reduction of pay-rate. It is not just that higher unemployment rates will depress 
the probability of finding a job; even though in a non-recessionary period, many older workers 
who lose a job are unable to find employment paying near the wage they had received from 
previous long-term employer. Using data from the HRS data, Chan and Stevens (2001) find, 
                                                      
19  See Imbens, Rubin, and Sacerdote (2001); Joulfaian and Wilhelm (1994). 
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“Four years after job losses at age 55, the employment rate of displaced workers remains 20 
percentage points below the employment rate of similar non-displaced workers.” Apparently, the 
effects of recession are not likely to be offset by a robust subsequent recovery.  
2.9 The SCF Data and Birth Cohort Comparison  
Having gone through various topics that concern the economic well-being of the elderly, I 
find that most studies are policy-oriented and some concentrate on specific issues of the aged. 
This dissertation tries to offer a comprehensive portrait of economic world of the elderly. 
Information collected from the Survey of Consumer Finances (SCF) offers rich details about 
components of income, sources of assets and items of debt (See Chapter 3 for further discussion). 
The SCF has been conducted with consistent fashion since 1989. The well-collected information 
about financial and nonfinancial asset has not seen in any other surveys in the United States. The 
SCF data hasn’t been carefully analyzed not to mention using it for delineating the characters of 
the aged. Most studies used HRS data to sum up the wealth of an individual while approaching 
retirement. The HRS is a longitudinal survey and records specific variables that can be analyzed 
the changes in income over time. The HRS also oversamples the disadvantaged group that suits 
for certain research topics. However, the HRS gathers information regarding the retirement 
accounts (pension plans in particular) and asset variables are somewhat limited. In contrast, the 
SCF collected them in details. Moreover, the SCF oversamples the top wealthiest group. A few 
studies use the SCF for inequality analysis but haven’t examined in the perspective of the elderly.  
Since the SCF data is not a longitudinal data, using birth cohort analysis trying to sort out 
the time effect is important. In the early 1980s, Berger (1985) predicted that for the baby boom 
cohort there would be negative effect of its large cohort size and would continue to depress 
earnings as the cohort aged. His prediction hasn’t been realized. In contrast, Easterlin et al. (1990) 
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found that, observing from in the middle of 1960 to 1980s, the baby boomers were having more 
economic advantages than their predecessors. They remarked that before the 1980s, inequality of 
earnings and living levels was not much worse among baby boomers. Their analysis was using 
CPS data in which have underreport or nonresponse problems. Using the SCF data to investigate 




Chapter 3  
Data and Methods 
In this chapter, I discuss the major data sources employed in the study and construct analytical 
categories for using the data of Survey of Consumer Finances (SCF) to evaluate the income and 
wealth of the elderly. 
3.1 Income, Consumption and Consumer Finances 
When it comes to economic fortune, income is frequently used to measure the material 
well-being of the population. The popularity of an income measure stems from partly because 
income is easier for most families to report and partly because income is available in large 
sample surveys. However, these large sample income surveys are usually suffering two problems: 
under-reporting and measurement error. The most “standard” income survey can be represented 
by Current Population Survey (CPS) which collects basic income information from households. 
Although the overall respondent rates of CPS are higher than in other surveys, answers to 
questions about income sources tend to under-report. Hence, these large sample income surveys 
do not offer accurate information for comprehensive income studies.  
Meyer and Sullivan explored the issues of under-reporting and measurement error of the 
“standard” income surveys for the American poor and suggested that consumption data is better 
measured for those with few resources (Meyer and Sullivan, 2003, 2011, 2012). Their results 
show that if policymakers want to make proper decisions as to how to allocate and distribute 
Food Stamps, the consumption data can provide more precise estimation of the needed. For 
disadvantaged families in particular, using consumption data to measure their material well-being 
is much better; even though the poor don’t have many resources to report or tend to report 
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incompletely. However, the under-reporting problem is generally larger in consumption data than 
in income data—a reason why researchers favor using income data. But as Meyer and Sullivan 
pointed out, for less-resource and low-income populations, under-reporting in consumption is 
similar to in income. While reflecting on private and government transfer programs or on setting 
benefits, they find that the consumption data is a better measure for poor families (Meyer and 
Sullivan, 2003).    
Unlike the poor who don’t have many asset sources to report, most elderly people with a 
variety of lifetime asset accumulation do have. The effectiveness of using income data to 
measure the well-being of older families is subject to similar problems. Measurement error 
occurs because large section of financial and nonfinancial sources of the elderly are not recorded 
in the income data. Using consumption data may improve, but not much. The Survey of 
Consumer Finances (SCF) gathers and assembles a series of asset data instead offering more 
complete financial conditions of the elderly.  
If we define income as the flow of money to a family, the net worth is the difference 
between families’ gross assets and their liabilities. For a given family, income at a particular time 
may not indicate its “usual” income. Unemployment, a bonus, a capital loss or gain, or other 
factors may cause income to deviate from the “usual” amounts. For the categories that comprise 
total income, the SCF data offer both actual and usual income. In this study, I report “usual” 
income because if families had been grouped by actual income, the estimates of average net 
worth would have been biased. For the most part, families with higher levels of usual income 
tend to report greater levels of net worth. As income inequality has received much attention in 
recent years and the oversampling of the wealthy families of the SCF does enable us to 
investigate the wealth inequality, particularly the share of asset sources received by the top 1 to 
top 5 percent of the wealth distribution. I will tackle the inequality analysis in Chapter 6. 
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3.2 Using the SCF data to Measure Income and Wealth  
The Survey of Consumer Finances (SCF) data is one of the most comprehensive sources 
collecting data regarding the financial health of American families. It is a triennial survey 
conducted by the Federal Reserve Board (FRB). About 6,000 families are interviewed every 
three-year and their responses are weighted by demographic characteristics to get a national 
representative portrait. The SCF gathers information on the household’s balance sheets, pension 
rights, income, and a various uses of financial services. It also includes household member’s 
employment status, and basic demographic characteristics. The sample design of the SCF is 
based on a dual-frame: three-quarter of the cases are selected from a standard multi-stage 
area-probability sampling; the other one-quarter oversamples people likely to be wealthy from a 
list sample derived from tax returns data by the Statistics of Income Division (SOI) of the Internal 
Revenue Service (Kennickell, 2006).20 This list sample is a set of specifically edited individual 
income tax returns record developed by the SOI not only containing much of the information 
about individual’s income components but also with basic categories suiting for stratification 
sampling, such as area of the country and “wealth index”.21  
3.2.1 The Importance of Oversampling the Wealthy Families 
Studies of income inequality have popularly found that the wealthiest one percent of 
households hold about one third of all household net worth (Saez and Zucman, 2014; Piketty and 
Saez, 2003). For a survey that intends to adequately represent the full distribution of wealth in 
                                                      
20  Those who are in the list of the 400 wealthiest people in the U.S. of Forbes Magazine by design are not 
in the SCF public released data. In the 2013 survey, there were 11 cases that had net worth at least equal to 
the minimum level needed to qualify for the Forbes list. They are removed from the public version of the 
data set.   
21 The “wealth index” is calculated for all tax filers by blending two estimates using a model of wealth 
conditional on the variables in the SOI data, and “this index is used to classify the cases in the sampled 
areas into seven strata, which are defined using percentiles of the index to ensure consistency of the 
stratum boundaries over time” (Kennickell, 2006). 
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the U.S., over-sampling the wealthy households is particularly important. The design of 
oversampling serves at least two functions. First, it provides more precise estimates of wealth 
than would be possible with a less-structured sample of larger size. Second, the oversampled 
cases provide a means of correcting for non-response, which is higher among the wealthy 
families.22 All non-mandatory surveys suffer from non-response. If the distribution of outcomes 
for non-respondents is the same as the distribution for respondents, then the non-response has 
only the effect of reducing the sample size available for analysis. However, in a wealth survey, 
the sensitivity of the subject and time cost for people with complex assets to interview should be 
enough to raise respondent’s concerns.  
The SCF was first started in 1983.23 It had a substantial revision of both the questionnaires 
and sample design in 1989 (Kennickell and Woodburn, 1997). After that, except for in response 
to developments in the financial market or to measurement specific problems, the surveys have 
changed very little. Since 1992, the SCF data have been collected by the NORC, a social science 
survey and research organization at the University of Chicago.24  As the methodological 
consistency is important for the comparison over time, I use data from 1989-2013 and disregard 
the earlier surveys. Although some surveys before 1989 used questionnaires similar in scope to 
those in 1989 and after, there were apparent differences in terms of content and organization. 
Besides, as the procedures practiced to weight the completed interviews have changed since 
1989, it also makes the comparison of earlier surveys unfavorable.25  
                                                      
22  In estimates, this type of systematic non-response tends to be biased toward the upper tail of the 
distribution. Hence, the correction is needed.  
23 Two earlier wealth surveys were also conducted by Federal Reserve Board: the Survey of Financial 
Characteristics of Consumers in 1963 and the Changes in Financial Characteristics of Consumers in 1963. 
The latter, in terms of sample design and coverage of variables, is similar to the SCF. Nonetheless, 
apparent methodological differences make this earlier survey incomparable.  
24 Usually, the interviewed is conducted roughly between May and December of each survey year. 
25  See the discussion in an article by Arthur B. Kennickell (1998). 
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3.3 Components of Income, Assets and Debt  
The Survey of Consumer Finances (SCF) data collect a broad measure of income (which 
can be summed up to “total income before tax”), assets and debt data that eventually represent 
actual wealth of a family. Below, we discuss how the SCF data measure wealth through a set of 
components of income, assets and debt.  
(1) Components of Income 
In the SCF, the items of income more or less correspond to an entry on the U.S. individual 
income tax returns, and the relevant form of tax returns for respondents are provided during the 
interview. The components of income include wage and salary; self-employment and farm 
income; tax-exempt interest; taxable interest; dividends; returns from real estate, partnerships, 
corporations, trusts and estates; realized capital gains and losses; payments from unemployment 
insurance or worker compensation; Social Security, pension, annuity and disability payments; 
welfare assistance; alimony and child support; and miscellaneous income. Since all above 
categories are shown on the individual income tax returns, to some extent, they are well-defined. 
All of the values are annual amounts for the calendar year preceding the survey. Some other 
sources of income are not realized for tax purposes until withdrawals are made, such as 
unrealized capital gains, returns on tax-deferred retirement accounts, employer contributions to 
retirement plans. In addition, other noncash employer benefits, owned housing, inheritances and 
gift received, are measured by the SCF to a partial degree.    
(2) Sources of Assets  
The values of assets—financial or nonfinancial alike—are reported by respondents as of the 
time of the interview or from their most recent account statements indicated. The financial assets 
in the SCF contain transaction accounts, saving accounts, money market accounts and call 
accounts; stock, bonds, exchange-traded funds; mutual funds and hedge funds; annuities; 
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cash-value life insurance; tax-deferred retirement accounts, such as IRAs, Keoghs and 401(k) 
accounts; loans made to other people; and other miscellaneous assets.  
The nonfinancial assets include current values of principal residences (including farms, 
mobile homes, apartments, condominiums, co-ops, houses, and so on); other real estate not 
owned by a business; corporate or non-corporate private businesses; durable goods such as cars, 
trucks, motorcycles, boats, airplanes, and other types of vehicles; and miscellaneous durables 
including jewelry, precious metals, antiques. The SCF also recorded the trusts from which the 
family draws at least some benefits. Since trusts may be invested in any item of the wealth, they 
might be treated as financial or nonfinancial asset.26  
(3) Items of Debt 
Debt data are also collected by the SCF as of the time of the interview. The measurement of 
the debt varies from the outstanding balances on credit cards and lines of the credits; mortgages 
on residences as well as other private investment properties; installment loans; loans for 
education, vehicles and other purposes; loans against pensions and insurance policies; money 
owed to own business or personal loans taken out for such a business. Regular payments for rent 
and lease treat as debt measures. Although the SCF does not provide respondents with specific 
reference to define the debt items, the debt questions are organized around the concepts that are 
most commonly used. When the respondents have doubt during the interview, the definitions of 
each of the debt concept are available. 
Table 3-1 shows most sources of income, assets, and debt that are collected in the SCF data. 
I assemble these components of income, assets, and debt to construct the income and wealth of a 
family. While using the SCF data in this study, the income and wealth measures are based on 
                                                      
26  In some cases, the family may have rights only to a current and/or future stream of income from the 
trust, or to the use of items owned by the trust.  
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items listed in Table 3-1.27  
 
In the meanwhile, we need to know that not every type of asset collected in the SCF is 
measurable. First, in the case of defined-pension plans, trusts or annuities, the only ownership 
claim is to income even though the SCF also asked respondents regarding the expected amounts 
and time of the receipt. Second, some people may have strong expectations of transfers from 
                                                      
27  Kennickell (2009) offered a detailed discussion regarding to a range of possible measures of concepts 
of income and wealth. Table 3-1 consulted largely from his discussion.  
Income 1) Assets 2) Debt
Wage and salaries Financial Assets Credit card debt
Self-employment/farm Transaction accounts Lines of credit
Tax-exempt interest Saving/monet market accounts Mortgages
Taxable interest Stocks Installment loans
Dividends Bonds Past-due bills
Real estate/business/trust Mutual and hedge funds Loans against pensions
Realized capital gains Tax-deferred retirement accts. Loans against insurance
Unemployment insurance Other exchange-traded assets Misc. personal loans
Welfare assistance Annuities and life insurance 
Pensions and annuities Trusts
Alimony and child supprt Misc financial assets
Misc. income Nonfinancial Assets
Homes
Other real estate not owned by a
business




Table 3-1: Sources of Income, Assets and Debt in the SCF data
1) 
Some income sources are partially measured in the SCF, such as unrealized capital gains,
noncash employed benefits, inheritances and gifts, and in-kind income.
2) 
The items partially collected for assets include defined-benefit pension rights, other contingent
assets, and expected future transfers.
3) 
Miscellneous valuables contain jewelry, precious metals, antiques, etc..
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others in the future, such as inheritances or trust funds. Their expected fortune is hard to value. 
Third, the SCF survey does not offer a standard reference for debt assets. While using 
conventional debt definition available for each one, some debt items may be ignored. Thus, a 
more accurate debt measure might not be possible.  
Given some of the limitation indicated above, the income and wealth constructed from 
Table 3-1 has conveyed a broad sense of desirable estimate. Ideally, it would be a much better 
measure when all components of income, assets and debt are on the same temporal basis. 
Nonetheless, some assets realize a regular return from period to period and some do not have 
regular returns. For instance, the capital gains or retirement accounts usually have irregular 
returns. In the case of retirement account, when a social policy implements delay the taxation of 
all returns until money is withdrawn, the realization of retirement accounts tends to differ case by 
case. When evaluating wealth later (which will be presented in Chapter 5), only realized capital 
gains and pension account withdrawals are included as income. Other items omitted from the 
income and wealth measures are noncash employed benefits, gifts and inheritances, payment 
in-kind, or unpaid work for oneself since these items are mostly unreliable. Besides, two 
items—defined benefits pensions and vehicles—need to be fathomed further during the course of 
estimation. The defined-benefit pension plans are the most difficult for individual family to 
evaluate. Although the coverage of such plans has declined in the U.S. over the past two decades, 
they are still very important assets for many American families (Wolff, 2007).    
3.4 Sources of Error, Weighting and Imputation 
In comparison, the SCF response rates are lower than some other government surveys. 
However, unlike other surveys have differential non-response among the wealthy households, 
the SCF, by over-sampling the wealthy respondents, has the means to adjust for such 
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non-response. The sources of error happen in various stages and cause problems for evaluation. 
First, the error could start with from the sampling. Then, since the interview of the SCF has a 
long questionnaire and endures lengthy procedure, interviewers might interpret a question in a 
sense different from original intended. Moreover, a common problem in surveys for collecting 
sensitive income and asset data like the SCF usually draws non-responses.  
As the SCF does not have the standard sample design, it needs to use special weighted 
methods for adjustment. Beginning in 1989, the survey has simulated “using a series of 
pre-defined bootstrap replicates selected from the actual sample according to the key 
dimensional of the original selection, where each replicate is weighted according to the SCF 
protocol to compute the full-sample weights.” (Kennickell, 2009, p.4) To solve the non-response 
problems and to preserve the effective estimates of the data, specific imputations are needed for 
those missing answers. Also starting from 1989, the SCFs have been using multiply imputed 
technique to impute missing data (Kennickell, 1998). The single imputed method tends to treat 
imputations as if the values are known with full information but actually they are not. Whereas, 
the multiply imputed method yields five imputations (in the case of the SCF) for each missing 
value that makes point estimates more efficient than single imputation. The practice of 
multiple-imputation offers at least two distinct advantages. First, it yields multiple outcomes from 
a random process and supports more efficient estimation than singly-imputed data. Second, it 
allows users to make straightforward estimates of the degree of uncertainty associated with the 
missing information.28         
3.5 Analyzing Unit and “Head” of the Household  
Primary Economic Unit (PEU) 
                                                      
28  For further discussion, see Montalto and Sung (1996). 
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A subset of the household referred to as the "primary economic unit" (PEU) is the major 
observed unit for financial characteristics in the survey of SCF. As for how to decide the unit, for 
instance, if a household composed of a married couple who own their home, two small children, a 
dependent adult child, and a financially independent parent of one of the members of the couple, 
the PEU would be the couple and the three children. In general, the PEU consists of an 
economically dominant single individual or couple (married or living as partners) in a household 
and all other individuals in the household who are financially interdependent with that individual 
or couple. Most of the time, the PEU and the household are identical. Since only limited 
information is collected within the PEU, it is not possible to make direct separate estimates of the 
financial characteristics of the individuals in the survey households.  
“Head” of the household  
 The "head" of a household is organized systematically. In a PEU with a central couple, the 
head is taken to be either the male in a mixed-sex couple or the older individual in a same-sex 
couple; whereas, in the case without a core couple in a PEU, the head is taken to be the single core 
individual.29 When households headed by a person aged 65 and over, it is named as “elderly 
households”. 
3.6 Sources of Data  
I also use decennial Censuses, American Community Survey (ACS) and Current Population 
Survey (CPS) to investigate demographic characteristics, work participation and work 
experience of the elderly compared to other population.30 
                                                      
29  When the original respondent was someone other than the person determined to be the head in the above 
described, all data for the two members of the couple were systematically exchanged. Variable X8000 
indicates such rearrangement. 




Census, ACS and CPS data: Decennial censuses provide substantial sample size for 
exploring the demographical changes of the elderly and their comparison groups. American 
Community Surveys accumulates five-year samples into a large one are also used to bridge the 
gap between decennial Censuses. For annual snapshot, we use the Current Population Survey 
March Supplement (CPS March). These census surveys also give data on people in institution or 
in nursing homes. How do the elderly live? In what proportion is at home, in institution or at 
nursing home? How do the trends of living arrangement show? These questions will be answered 
by analyzing census data. 
The SCF data: This study employ two data sources from the SCF: (1) The triennial survey 
from 1989-2013; (2) The SCF panel survey in 2007 and in 2009.  
Work history for an individual or the overall work participation in a country reflect the 
potential financial health of Social Security. While examining the work participation of the 
elderly and compared to their younger-part, I investigate them in birth cohort fashion. The birth 
cohort analysis is important for checking the time-effect on different elderly generations. For the 
interests of this dissertation and data availability, I select five birth cohorts as follows: (1) born in 
1916 to 1925; (2) born in 1926 to 1935; (3) born in 1936 to 1945; (4) born in 1946 to 1955; (5) 
born 1956-1965. The first three birth cohorts have all reached at their full retirement age in 2010. 
The very first wave of baby boomers born between 1946 and 1950 has more than a third of its 
population in 2013 reached at age of 66 (which is the NEW full retirement age for those born in 
1943-1954) and the very last wave of baby boomers (born in 1961-1965) are currently at their 
early fifties. I will use this birth-cohort distinction to analyze their work participation over time.    
In addition, from the HRS data,31 scholars found that worker’s income reached at a maximum 
                                                      
31  A major study collects work history, income, and health for an older group. Respondents in the Health 
and Retirement Survey (HRS) are the original HRS cohort born in 1931 to 1941. They were observed in 
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when the average age of the HRS cohort was around sixty-two, then began to decline as 
retirement accelerated. The wealth analysis from the HRS data has shown that those born in 
1931-1941 have higher median net worth than those born during Second World War (1942-1945). 
But those born during Second World War shows higher median net worth than those early 
boomers born between 1946 and 1955 (Scholz, et al. 2006). Since the investigations of the 
income and wealth accumulation across generations are the main focus of my study, I will 
analyze the SCF data for different birth cohorts in details. In addition, the younger older persons 
will be included in the analysis for comparison. I will examine if the successive younger older 
generations are doing worse as the HRS has shown. If so, what are the major factors causing it? 
                                                                                                                                                                              
1992 and every two years ever since. Besides, extended sample includes the cohorts born in 1942 to 1945, 
and Early Baby Boomer cohorts born in 1946 to 1955. They were observed starting in 1998.   
35 
 
Chapter 4  
Changes in Demographic Characteristics and  
Work Participation of the Elderly 
In an aging society, the size of the elderly has more to do with the dependency ratio and the 
composition of the elderly is related to the quality of human capital. Recent trends in labor force 
participation of older workers in the United States have been increasing since the mid-1990s, a 
development due in part to some policies induce workers to work longer. Is it a practical solution 
to encourage working longer for the aging workforce? Above all, it will depend on the quality of 
the workforce. In order to delineate broader properties of conditions among the elderly, this 
chapter tries to explore changes in demographic characteristics and work participation of the 
elderly men and women and to draw explanations about what caused the changes. Among topics 
that I will investigate the changing trends of the elderly in population by race and ethnicity, their 
educational attainment, marital status, work participation, and living arrangements; the 
immigration trend is also included. 
My study found that, first, the proportion of the population of the elderly in the U.S. 
compared to most developed countries is moderate even the number of population getting bigger 
and bigger every year. Second, the older population not only grows larger but also grows more 
diverse than previous generations. Third, there is a substantial increase in educational attainment 
of the elderly, especially among women and in addition; a pronounced drop in marriage rates and 
coincident rise in divorce rates has been happened; the increase in the immigrant and minority 
share of Americans is significant. Fourth, work participation for older people first was high, then 
declined to the lower point in the mid-1980s, but bounced back in recent decades and some of 
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them at older age even continuing working full-time. My discussion about relevant topics and 
research results in this chapter will proceed as follows. The first section introduces the issue of 
immigration and how it acts to refresh the age-structure of the American population. The second 
section presents the population changes of the elderly by examining their demographic 
characteristics. The third section reports general patterns of work participation among the elderly 
and why there are such changes. The fourth section summarizes the evolution of the 
demographic characteristics and work participation and concludes that if working longer for the 
elderly could be one of the solutions to alleviate the pressure of Social Security payments to 
some extent.   
4.1 Age Structure and Immigration 
In 2014, the U.S. population is estimated at 318.9 million persons and the elderly group 
ages 65 and older numbers 46 million (representing 14.5% out of total population).32 The elderly 
is projected occupied 23.6% of total population, more than doubled to about 98 million persons 
in 2060.33 Most developed countries have taken the same path toward aging societies in recent 
decades and the growing old baby boomers have helped to accelerate the magnitude. In contrast 
to most developed countries, the United States with 14.5% of its population aged 65 and older in 
2014 looks relatively young in terms of age structure when Japan in the same year with 25.8% of 
ages 65 and older and is ranked the top one aging society proportionally. Most European 
countries compose more than 18% of elderly population whereas Germany and Italy currently all 
have more than one-fifth aged population (see Appendix Table A4-1). However, measuring in 
absolute numbers of the elderly population, the U.S. has the biggest amounts. In the course of 
                                                      
32  Number was estimated as of July 1, 2014. 
33  See Appendix Table A4-1 for some selected developed countries for international comparison. 
Appendix Table A4-2 offers the extreme case of Japan.      
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facing the continuing increase of older age population, the U.S. is a country where attracts many 
immigrants to come every year, no matter legally or illegally. Most immigrants have arrived in 
recent decades are relatively younger than those came from the 1950s to 1970s.34  
 
Table 4-1 presents the percent and number of foreign-born of the elderly.35 For those aged 
                                                      
34  Wasem (2012) states that current U.S. policy on permanent immigration is based on four principles: the 
admission of immigrants with special skills, the reunification of families, the protection of refugees, and 
the diversity of admissions by country of origin. 
35  The Census Bureau uses foreign born to refer to anyone who is not a U.S. citizen at birth in which 
includes naturalized citizens. 
All Foreign-born
Year % Number (in '000) Median age
1870  4.0   222 34.6
1880  6.1   402 38.3
1890  7.5   682 37.1
1900  9.2   953 38.5
1910  8.9 1,183 37.2
1920  9.7 1,328 40.0
1930 12.0 1,680 43.9
1940 18.0 2,059 51.0
1950 26.3 2,725 55.9
1960 32.6 3,178 57.2
1970 32.0 3,075 52.0
1980 21.2 2,980 39.9
1990 13.6 2,696 37.3
2000 10.7 3,332 37.5
2010 12.8 4,879 41.0
Table 4-1: Pecent and Number of Foreign-born of the Elderly and
Median Age of Total Foreign-born
Age 65+
Source: Historical Census Statistics on the Foreign-born Population of the
United States: 1850-1990, detailed tables, Census 2000 Foreign-Born
Profiles; Author's calculation from 2010 CPS March Survey.
Note: The term foreign born used by the U.S. Census Bureau to refers to
anyone who is not a U.S. citizen at birth, including naturalized U.S.
citizens, lawful permanent residents, temporary migrants such as foreign
students, humanitarian migrants (such as refugees and asylees), and
persons illegally present in the United States.The Census Bureau collects
data from all foreign born who participate in its censuses and surveys,
regardless of legal status.
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65 and older, the flow-ins between 1950s and 1970s ranged from about a quarter to a third. The 
percentage of this old foreign-born group has decreased to around 13% in recent three 
decades—the overall getting younger trend of immigrants also shown at the reduction of median 
age of all foreign-born. As of 2010, close to 5 million (12.8 percent) aged 65 and over in the 
United States were foreign born and among them about 72 percent of the foreign-born elderly 
had been naturalized citizens.  
 
Table 4-2 shows the largest percentage of the older foreign-born population came from 
Latin America (36.9 percent), followed by Asia as the second largest group (28.8 percent) and 
Europe (27.6 percent) as the third, with 4.2 percent from Northern America and only 2.0 percent 
from Africa. Increased immigration from Latin America since the 1960s and from Asia 
beginning in the 1970s has contributed to the reordering of the world region of birth for the 
elderly foreign-born in 2010. Over three-quarters (76.0 percent) of the elderly foreign-born 
Prior to 1990 1990-1999 2000-2010
Latin America and
the Caribean
37.0 33.2 40.6 36.9
Asia 24.7 44.2 38.5 28.8
Europe 31.5 18.0 12.1 27.6
Africa 1.5 2.9 4.7 2.0
Oceania 0.5 0.3 0.4 0.5
North American
and other
4.8 1.4 3.7 4.2
Total (row) 76.0 13.0 11.1 100.0
Table 4-2: Foreign-born of the Elderly by World Region and Period




Source: American Community Survey, 2010, 1-year estimates. The
Elderly is  age of 65 and older.
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entered the U.S. prior to 1990, while the remainder entered in 1990 or later. Those who came to 
the U.S. prior to 1990 were primarily born in Latin America (37.0 percent) or Europe (31.5 per-
cent), while those who immigrated in the 1990s or between 2000 and 2010 were mainly born in 
Latin America or Asia. In each of the above categorized period, the proportion born in Latin 
America has represented about a third or more of the total elderly foreign-born.  
Immigration has been an important component of population growth in the U.S. 36 
Friedberg and Jaeger (2009) examine the characteristics of immigrants and natives in the 42 
metropolitan areas with large immigrant populations. They find that there is wide variation in 
several metropolitan areas where immigration is the primary source of population growth. The 
immigrants tend to have lower educational attainment, less English language proficiency, and 
lower earnings than natives. They remark that immigration has not only lowered the average age 
of the population, the demographic and economic characteristics of the immigrants also vary 
from place to place in the U.S. metros. 
4.2 Changes in Demographic Characteristics of the Elderly 
(1) Distribution of Race and Ethnicity 
Combined with the immigration of diverse origins, as the U.S. population grows larger, it 
will also grow more heterogeneous. In 1975, for those ages 65 and over, white non-Hispanic 
accounted for 89 percent; blacks made up 8 percent; Hispanics accounted for about 2 percent; 
and other race and ethnicity are relatively small. In 2010, white non-Hispanic constituted 80 
                                                      
36  The fluctuations of immigrants flow to the U.S. mostly correspond to the U.S.’s economic conditions 
and immigration policies. For example, in 1915, immigration to the U.S. was curtailed owing to the First 
World War. The introduction of immigration “quotas” causes the numbers migrating to the U.S. has been 
steadily increasing. Nonetheless, there had been up and down inflows between in the 1980s and in the 
1990s. In the last decade, the number of legal immigrants has surpassed to one million annually. Numbers 
calculated from Yearbook of Immigration Statistics: 2013, Table 1: Persons obtaining lawful permanent 
resident status. See http://www.dhs.gov/yearbook-immigration-statistics-2013-lawful-permanent-residents 
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percent of the elderly population; black stayed at 8 percent; Hispanic are slightly low than black 
with 7 percent, and Asian has increased to significant few with 3.5 percent.  
 
Table 4-3 demonstrates changes in race and ethnicity distribution of total population and of 
the elderly by gender between 1975 and 2010. The racial composition of total population has 
shifted over time as minority-group representation increases. In 2000, the Black and the Hispanic 
shared almost equal weight of about 12% in the population but in 2010, the Hispanic surpassed 
the Black and increased to 17% for men and 15% for women while the Black remained at around 
12% level. Between 1975 and 2010, the white (and non-Hispanic) dropped 17% share in the 
population while the Hispanic increased from 5% to 16%, a drastically increase among the 
minority. Nonetheless, among the elderly, the population increase of minority did not substantiate 
1975* 1980 1990 2000 2010 1975* 1980 1990 2000 2010
Total Population
White, non-Hispanic 82.2 80.7 76.2 71.0 64.9 81.5 80.2 75.8 70.3 64.9
Black 10.9 11.1 11.7 12.0 11.5 11.6 11.9 12.6 13.1 12.7
Hispanic 5.4 6.2 8.7 12.3 16.8 5.4 5.9 8.2 11.7 15.3
Asian N.A. N.A. 2.7 3.9 4.4 N.A. N.A. 2.7 3.9 4.6
Others 1.5 2.0 0.7 0.9 2.4 1.5 2.0 0.7 0.9 2.4
65 and older
White, non-Hispanic 88.4 87.4 85.9 83.8 80.7 89.6 88.5 86.5 83.0 78.8
Black 8.3 8.6 8.1 7.8 7.6 8.0 8.4 8.5 8.7 9.0
Hispanic 2.2 2.7 3.8 5.2 7.2 1.7 2.2 3.2 5.5 7.3
Asian N.A. N.A. 1.9 2.7 3.3 N.A. N.A. 1.3 2.2 3.6
Others 1.1 1.3 0.4 0.5 1.2 0.8 1.0 0.4 0.6 1.3
Table 4-3: Distribution of Race and Ethnicity by Total Population and by the Elderly,
1975-2010
Men Women
Source: Data are from March Currrent Population Surveys, U.S. Bureau of Census.




to in such a significant scale. The percent decline of white elderly for men was 8% and for 
women was 11%. On the other hand, the increase of the Hispanic among the elderly in this 
period was 5% for men and 5.5% for women. The proportion of black old men and black old 
women more or less stayed at the same level since 1975, about 8% in the total elderly group. 
 
Table 4-4 displays that among white non-Hispanic men who aged 65 to 69 and 70-79, they 
had decrease 8 to 9 percent proportionally from 1975 to 2010; white women of same age group 
in the meanwhile reduced 11 to 12 percent. For those 80 years old and older, the decrease in 
white proportion is not so dramatic, total 4.4% between 1975 and 2010. As we investigate the old 
1975* 1980 1990 2000 2010 1975* 1980 1990 2000 2010
By old age group
65-69
White, non-Hispanic 87.4 86.8 84.6 81.3 79.6 88.0 86.3 84.3 78.8 76.8
Black 8.8 9.1 8.1 8.4 8.4 9.3 10.0 9.4 9.7 9.5
Hispanic 2.6 2.9 4.7 6.3 7.1 1.8 2.8 3.9 7.5 8.5
Asian N.A. N.A. 2.2 3.3 3.5 N.A. N.A. 2.1 3.3 3.5
Others 1.3 1.3 0.5 0.7 1.4 0.9 1.0 0.3 0.6 1.7
70-79
White, non-Hispanic 89.7 87.3 86.9 84.8 80.5 90.4 89.4 87.1 83.3 77.8
Black 7.1 9.0 7.8 7.6 7.6 7.1 7.5 8.1 8.6 9.1
Hispanic 2.0 2.5 3.4 4.7 7.4 1.8 2.0 3.2 5.3 7.8
Asian N.A. N.A. 1.7 2.5 3.4 N.A. N.A. 1.1 2.1 3.9
Others 1.2 1.2 0.3 0.4 1.1 0.7 1.0 0.5 0.7 1.4
80 and over
White, non-Hispanic 87.1 89.6 85.8 85.5 82.7 90.4 89.9 88.6 86.7 82.0
Black 10.8 6.2 9.0 7.3 6.4 7.7 7.5 8.3 7.9 8.5
Hispanic 1.6 2.5 3.0 4.7 7.0 1.0 1.4 2.3 3.8 5.6
Asian N.A. N.A. 2.0 2.2 3.1 N.A. N.A. 0.6 1.4 3.2
Others 0.5 1.7 0.3 0.3 0.8 0.9 1.2 0.3 0.2 0.8
Table 4-4: Distribution of Race and Ethnicity of the Elderly by Sex and Old Age Group,
1975-2010
Men Women
Note: * the catogory of Hispanic origin didn't record until in 1975. "N.A." indicates not available.
Source: Data are from March Currrent Population Surveys, U.S. Bureau of Census.
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age group, the older the group is, the less of them are in the minority. Although both the Hispanic 
and the Asian old men and old women have kept growing steadily, the proportion of black men 
and black women in the elderly population are almost intact except at the age of 80 and older old 
men shown apparent decline, from 10.8% in 1975 to 6.4% in 2010. The decrease in proportion of 
this old black men group may due to the increase in their death rates in this period. Nonetheless, 
the proportion of black women in the same age group almost had no change.  
Generally, there are two forces behind the more racially and ethnically diverse of the U.S. 
older population: on the on hand, immigration has been a major influence on both the size and 
the age structure of the U.S. population. Although, proportionally, most immigrants tend to be in 
their young adult ages in recent decades (see Table 4-1), the U.S. immigration policy has allowed 
the entry of parents and other family members of these young immigrants. On the other hand, 
major racial and ethnic groups are aging at different rates, depending upon fertility, mortality, 
and immigration within these groups. As a result, the racial composition change can come from 
various different factors. However as minorities (and immigrants of minority) typically have 
lower earnings and incomes than the whites, the rising share of the minority subgroups is likely 
to drag down overall incomes of the older group. I will check this in the next chapter. 
Furthermore, when the absolute number of older population among all racial and ethnic groups 
grow larger; the older Hispanic population is projected to grow the fastest, from under 3 million 
in 2010 to 17.5 million in 2050—and to be larger than the older black population. The older 
Asian population is also projected to experience a large increase. In 2010, the older Asian was 
about 1.4 million lived in the U.S. By 2050, it is projected to be close to 7.5 million. Eventually, 
the programs and services for older people will require greater flexibility to meet the needs of a 
more diverse population. 
43 
 
(2) Educational Attainment 
Education is an important determinant for people to gain more income and since the 
educational attainment does affect socioeconomic status which in turn plays a role in well-being 
at older ages. Higher levels of education are usually associated with higher standards of living 
and above average health too.  
 
Table 4-5 presents the educational attainment of the elderly by sex and age group. The 
educational attainment of older population aged 65 and over has been increasing for each 
successive generation of men and women. In 1970, 12.3 percent of old men had obtained high 
1970 1990 2010 1970 1990 2010
<HS 72.8 46.6 20.5 76.4 58.3 25.9
=HS 14.8 28.0 36.4 13.4 20.3 38.0
Some college 6.9 14.6 20.6 5.8 12.2 18.0
College or more 5.5 10.8 22.5 4.3 9.2 18.1
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
<HS 70.9 46.7 21.0 74.3 57.1 25.7
=HS 16.7 30.4 39.8 15.6 21.9 42.4
Some college 7.6 14.4 21.2 6.4 12.7 18.8
College or more 4.8 8.5 18.0 3.8 8.3 13.2
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
<HS 75.5 46.5 19.9 80.0 60.8 26.4
=HS 12.3 24.5 32.0 9.9 17.0 30.8
Some college 5.9 14.9 19.8 4.9 11.0 16.7
College or more 6.4 14.1 28.4 5.2 11.2 26.1
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
Table 4-5: Educational Attainment of the Elderly by Sex and Age
Group, 1970-2010








school diploma compared with 32 percent in 2010. Moreover, the percentage of older men 
completing 4 years of college or more increased from 6.4 percent in 1970 to 28.4 percent in 2010. 
Older women also experienced substantial educational attainment—completion of high school 
diploma was 16.7 percent in 1970 and was 39.8 percent in 2010. Women completed 4 years 
college or more was from 4.8 percent to 18.0 percent in the same period of duration. A higher 
share of older women than men had a high school education between 1970 and 2000 but older 
men attained at least a Bachelor’s degree or higher education more often than older 
women—Table 4-5 shows 28.1 percent compared with 18.0 percent. 
Despite overall increase in educational attainment among older Americans, there are 
substantial educational differences among racial and ethnic groups. In 2010, 81% of white 
non-Hispanic elderly completed high school education or more; older Asians had 69% with high 
school or more education. In contrast, 63 percent of elderly blacks and only 44 percent of elderly 
Hispanics had completed high school or higher education. I should highlight here that, in 2010, 
older Asians had the highest proportion with at least a Bachelor’s degree or more (32 percent) 
and about 22 percent of white elderly had the level of education. The proportions for older blacks 
and Hispanics were 12.5 percent and 9 percent, respectively.37 
While percentage with high school diploma among old men and old women have increased 
over time, differences between the old men and old women who completed four years of college 
or more have widened. Table 4-5 presents higher percentage of men than of women with a 
bachelor’s degree or more in 2010. The larger differential between men and women in the 
college-level education may be attributed to the educational opportunities afforded by the GI Bill 
                                                      
37  See West et al., 2014. 65+ in the United States: 2010, p.141, Table 5-6.  
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of Rights.38 Because many more men than women served in the military during World War II, 
proportionally, more men than women would have benefited from this educational opportunity. 
In addition, the widening educational gap may have been due to the cohorts of women who 
married young and started families in the period from the early 1950s to the 1960s and did not 
obtain higher levels of education. 
(3) Marital Status 
For elderly Americans, the trends in marital status show clear pattern of decline in 
widowhood and of rise in divorce rates. Marital status can strongly affect one’s emotional state 
and sometimes the physical health too, as it influences on living arrangements and on the 
availability of caregivers for elder people with an illness or disability.  
Table 4-6 illustrates that, in 1970, 76 percent of men aged 65-69 were married and living 
with their spouse. The corresponding category of old women were only 49 percent.. On the 
contrary, women had 39 percent to be a widow at age of 65 to 69 compared with same age 
category of old men who were only 9 percent to be a widower. When we moved to the group 
aged 80 and more, the percentage of widows in 1970 were 79 percent and of widower were 40 
percent. Differences in marital status by sex can be accounted for by various factors, including 
men’s higher mortality, their tendency to marry slightly younger women, and their greater 
likelihood to remarry.  
Tracing the marital trends four decades later, in 2010, old men still showed much stronger 
tendency than old women to be married. Over three-quarters of men age 65–69 and 70-79 were 
married, compared with about half of married women (57 percent and 46 percent) at the same 
age group. The proportion married is lower at older ages: only 23 percent of women aged 80 and 
                                                      
38  The GI Bill was designed to help veterans return to civilian life after World War II providing them with 
cash payments to tuition and living expenses to attend university. The original GI Bill ended on July 25, 
1956. Many of these beneficiaries turned 65 in the 1980s. 
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more were married; for men had 61 percent married. In addition, the percentages of both old 
widows and old widowers rise with age. Table 4-6 shows among three age groups (65-69, 70-79, 
and 80+), the percentage of widows in 2010 was 18 percent, 37 percent and 65 percent 
accordingly and of old widowers was 5 percent, 10 percent, and 29 percent.  
 
Decline in Widowhood: Widowhood is more common among old women than old men. 
However, the trends are in decline over time. Not only did the percent of widowed men and 
women decrease over time, the percent of never married fluctuated in the past but tended to 
decrease in recent decade.  
1970 1980 1990 2000 2010 1970 1980 1990 2000 2010
65-69
Married 76.3 78.1 78.7 76.6 75.5 49.1 53.3 57.1 57.4 56.9
Widowed 8.9 7.3 7.6 6.5 4.8 38.6 34.6 28.4 25.7 18.3
Divorced* 6.2 8.1 8.9 11.8 14.7 4.5 6.5 9.5 13.5 19.3
Never Married 8.6 6.5 4.8 5.2 5.0 7.8 5.6 5.0 3.5 5.6
70-79
Married 72.8 77.9 76.5 74.4 74.7 33.8 36.4 38.6 43.8 45.7
Widowed 17.3 13.4 12.8 13.7 10.2 55.9 52.3 50.9 42.9 37.3
Divorced* 3.7 4.6 6.8 8.2 11.0 3.2 5.0 6.0 9.4 12.6
Never Married 6.2 4.2 3.9 3.7 4.0 7.1 6.4 4.5 3.9 4.4
80 and over
Married 52.6 61.5 57.8 62.4 60.7 13.3 15.3 16.6 20.0 23.3
Widowed 39.6 31.0 33.3 27.9 28.7 78.5 76.7 73.2 70.2 64.9
Divorced* 3.6 3.1 5.1 5.5 7.8 1.6 2.7 4.5 6.6 7.9
Never Married 4.2 4.4 3.8 4.2 2.8 6.6 5.3 5.7 3.2 3.9
Table 4-6: Changes in Marital Status of the Elderly by Sex and Age Group, 1970-
2010
Men Women
Source: U.S. Bureau of Census, March Currrent Population Survey.
* Divorced includes married spouse absent and separated.
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Rise in Divorce Rates: The proportion of the divorced among old men and women have 
been noticeably increasing in recent decades: among the population aged 65-69, the percent of 
divorced men was 6 percent in 1970; 9 percent in 1990; and 15 percent in 2010. Likewise, the 
proportion of divorced women was about 4.5 percent in 1970; 9.5 percent in 1990; and 19 
percent in 2010. For those who aged 70-79, the percentage of the divorced among men and 
women was similar but was all on the rise. However, old men aged 80 and more are more likely 
to be currently married and much less likely to be divorced than old women. One of the reasons 
for this gender gap of marital status is that men remarry more often than women after being 
divorced. 
I should note that marital status has important implications for the economic well-being of 
retirees or people at their old age because among those aged 65 or older who never married have 
the highest poverty rates, followed by the poverty rates are divorced, widowed, and married. The 
increasing share of the non-married elderly means they are more likely to enter retirement 
without access to the income security that spousal income provides. Missing out on the economy 
of shared living, the old non-married are more likely to be poor than their married counterparts. 
(4) Living Arrangement 
If marital status plays a big role for the economic well-being of the elderly, how the elderly 
arrange whom to live with affecting not only the well-being economically but sometimes 
physically. Family’s living arrangements determine how money spends and distributes as well. In 
this section, I analyze the composition of families (or households) among the elderly and 
describe trends in their living arrangements. It is fair to say that the percent increase of elderly 
women who live alone both in North America and in Europe represents one of the more 




Table 4-7 displays that in 1970 more than half (58 percent) old men aged 65 and over live 
with wife but less than one-third (31 percent) of old women live with husband. The share of men 
living with wife from 1980 to 2010 exhibits small fluctuation, ranging from 59 percent to 64 
percent. In the same period, the proportion of women living with husband makes up roughly half 
that of men, from 31 percent to 36 percent. On the contrary, elderly women living alone from 
1970 to 1990 are nearly three times larger than that of men living alone; and from 2000 to 2010, 
1970 1980 1990 2000 2010 1970 1980 1990 2000 2010
65 and over
Married couples only 58.0 64.0 61.1 60.7 58.6 31.0 34.0 34.2 35.7 35.9
couples with others 13.1 11.6 13.2 11.9 13.2 4.3 4.0 5.6 5.7 6.5
Nonmarried with relatives 11.3 7.4 7.7 7.1 5.9 26.0 19.0 16.1 16.9 17.8
with nonrelatives 3.4 2.3 2.2 3.3 3.4 3.2 1.9 1.7 2.1 2.5
living alone 14.3 14.7 15.8 17.0 19.0 35.5 41.1 42.4 39.7 37.3
65-69
Married couples only 58.4 62.3 60.2 59.9 58.4 43.1 46.9 47.2 48.1 47.0
couples with others 17.9 15.8 18.5 16.7 17.1 6.1 6.5 9.9 9.3 9.9
Nonmarried with relatives 8.7 7.7 7.0 6.1 4.2 19.2 13.9 13.4 14.4 13.9
with nonrelatives 4.0 3.3 2.3 3.8 4.2 2.9 1.6 1.4 2.3 3.5
living alone 10.9 10.9 12.0 13.5 16.1 28.8 31.3 28.1 26.0 25.8
70-79
Married couples only 62.0 68.0 65.3 63.5 61.7 29.9 32.9 34.2 38.1 39.0
couples with others 10.8 9.9 11.2 10.9 13.0 3.9 3.4 4.4 5.7 6.8
Nonmarried with relatives 9.3 5.6 6.1 6.6 5.1 23.4 17.1 15.4 15.3 17.0
with nonrelatives 3.0 1.5 2.1 2.9 3.3 3.1 1.9 1.6 1.6 2.4
living alone 14.9 15.1 15.4 16.1 17.0 39.7 44.6 44.4 39.4 34.9
80 and over
Married couples only 44.6 56.0 51.0 55.4 52.9 11.5 14.2 14.9 18.3 20.6
couples with others 8.0 5.5 6.8 6.9 7.8 1.9 1.2 1.8 1.8 2.7
Nonmarried with relatives 23.7 12.4 14.1 9.7 9.8 45.4 32.5 21.6 22.5 22.9
with nonrelatives 3.3 2.5 2.4 3.4 2.4 4.2 2.4 2.5 2.8 1.8
living alone 20.4 23.6 25.8 24.6 27.2 37.0 49.8 59.2 54.6 52.0
Table 4-7: Changes in Living Arrangement among the Elderly, 1970-2010
Men Women
Source: U.S. Bureau of Census, March Currrent Population Survey.
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women living alone are twice bigger than that of men. The third large distribution of living 
arrangements for men is both living with wife and others (could be own children, relatives, or 
non-relatives); for women, the third large is non-married with relatives, ranging 16 percent to 26 
percent between 1970 and 2010. The non-married elderly, no matter men or women, very few 
living with non-relatives, who are including partner, roommates, boarders, or living in nursing 
home with others. Table 4-7 also presents the living arrangements for three age groups (65-69, 
70-79, 80 and over). As men and women grow older, they are more likely to live alone. At ages 
80 and over, the top three categories of living arrangements for men is living with wife, living 
alone, and non-married living with relatives; for women, the order is living alone, non-married 
living with relatives, and living with husband. 
Since CPS doesn’t survey population living in institution group quarter like nursing homes, I 
turn to the decennial census for the results. Table 4-8 shows a downward trend starting in the 
1990s. In 1990, 5.3 percent aged 65 and older living in nursing homes, but in 2010, it has 
reduced to 3.2 percent. In absolute number, the recent decline also noticeable. In 2010, 1.25 
million people aged 65 and over lived in nursing homes, decreasing from the 1.56 million in 
2000. The declining trend may be due to a growing preference for alternatives to nursing home 
care, such as assisted living facilities, and in one’s own home by receiving care from a paid 
provider or informal care from an adult family member. Besides, with the help of walkers, some 
older people may go to live at home for longer periods. In Chapter 5, while dealing with income 
and wealth of family, it is important to examine it with the living arrangements of the elderly in 





4.3 Work Participation and the Intensity of Work 
4.3.1 Trends in Labor Force Participation 
One of the most impressive demographic trends in the post-war period in the United States 
has been the earlier labor force withdrawal among American men. This trend came to a halt in 
the mid-1980s partly due to the male participation rates at old age stabilized and even increased 
slightly afterwards. For old women after the mid-1980s, their participation rates have begun 
rising dramatically, almost double from 7.5% in the mid-1980s to 15% in 2014. Moreover, the 
expansion of Social Security and of employer-contributed pension plans, and the introduction of 
mandatory retirement rules, also encouraged earlier labor market exit in the mid-1980s.  
Figure 4-1 illustrates labor force participation rates between 1948 and 2014 by sex and by 
age group. For men aged 65 and more, their labor force participation rates kept declining starting 
from the 1950s and came to a temporary halt in the mid-1980s. One policy may be standing out 
to explain the declining trends of work participation. In 1961, Congress lowered the age of 
eligibility for Social Security old-age benefits from 65 to 62 (as it had for women in 1956) then a 
steady decrease in participation rates began. Other factors that promote the earlier male 
1990 2000 2010
Number (in thousands):
Total population aged 65 and older 30,093 33,566 39,179
Total number living in a nursing home 1,591 1,558 1,253
Percent:
living in a nursing home 5.3 4.6 3.2
Table 4-8: Number and Percent Aged 65 and Over Living in a Nursing
Home, 1990-2010
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 65+ in the United States: 2010  (P23-212).
Revised from Table 5-5 and Table C-3.
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retirement include a long-term increase in economic wealth which permitted workers to enjoy 
rising living standards after retirement. 
 
Moreover, the expansion of employer-contributed pension plans and the introduction of 
mandatory retirement rules also encouraged early labor market exit. However, since the first 
decade of the twenty-first century, trends show increases in labor force participation for both old 
men and old women. By 2014, the labor force participation rate reached 23 percent for old men 
and 15 percent for old women, a significant rise from 17.7 percent and 9.4 percent in 2000 
respectively.  
The work participation rates of old population do vary by sex, age, birth cohort and 
education. Figure 4-2 demonstrates labor force participation rates for old men by small age group. 
The participation rates for younger old men who aged 60-61 in recent decades fluctuated a bit. 
The rates were all above 70 percent in the 1970s, then gradually declined to 65 percent in the 
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middle of 1980s and stayed around the same rates for most recent decades before slowly picking 
up in recent years but not yet back to the 74% level in 1976. Those aged 62-64 had participation 
rate less than half (45 percent) in 1995, then slowly re-entered labor market and reached at 56 
percent in 2014 (with same level in 1976). Specifically, the most significant scenario in recent 
two decades is the supposed-to-be-retired population (who ages 65-69, 70-74, and 75 and older) 
kept working and the participation trends are up. 
 
Moreover, the employment gains are more striking for women. Figure 4-3 displays labor 
force participation rates for older women by age group. Among women ages 65-69, the labor 
force participation rate was 15 percent in 1976 but increased to 27.5 percent in 2014; a 12.6 
percent increase compared with a 7 percent increase that of old men. People kept working at old 
age may attribute to the changing rule of Social Security in a way that makes work late in life 
more attractive. For instance, the amount of income a recipient can earn before losing any Social 





















for beneficiaries over the full retirement age. Starting from 1983, the year at which the earnings 
test no longer applied and in 1990 the benefit loss for each dollar earned over the exempt 
amount was reduced from 50 to 33 cents for recipients who have reached full retirement age.39 
All these changing rules in receiving Social Security have the intension to encourage old people 
working more and longer.  
 
In general, there are many important changes in public policies that are consistent with 
increased labor supply late in life. For example, the earliest age of mandatory retirement first 
delayed from age 65 to age 70 in 1978 and then the concept was virtually outlawed in 1986. This 
policy change increases the options for those once was constrained and helps them keep working 
on the jobs past age 65. It also sends a signal to society that the appropriate age to retire is not 
necessarily at age 65. In addition, both Social Security and private pensions have become more 
“age neutral” that they provide either weaker incentives or no incentives to retire at particular 
                                                      




















ages. Finally, the scheduled rise in Social Security’s full retirement age (See Appendix A4-3) 
over the next two decades will also encourage later retirements, even though the effect may be 
modest. 
4.3.2 Work Participation by Birth Cohort 
This section focuses on labor force participation rates across successive birth cohorts in life 
cycle of the elderly who were born between 1916 and 1966. The analyzed sample is separated 
into five 10-year birth cohorts representing those born in 1916–1925, 1926–1935, 1936–1945, 
1946–1955, and 1956–1965. These five birth cohorts allow us to compare their same stage in life. 
Furthermore, by extending to those born in 1966-2000, we are able to observe work participation 
for some younger adult groups. Appendix Table A4-4 shows work participation rates of different 
birth cohorts of men during their life cycle. Measuring labor force participation rates from 1970 
to 2010, I found those ages 20-24 mostly have lower work participation rates due to some of 
them are still in school. However, those born in 1981-1990 are with even lower work 
participation rates compared with other early birth cohorts while at the same age of 20-24. 
Similar work pattern repeats while shifting to other age group: which means recent generations 
shows less work participation rates compared with prior birth cohorts. Take ages 35-39 as an 
example, those born in 1931-1935 have higher rates than those born in 1936-1945; those born in 
1946-1955 have higher rate than those born in 1956-1965. Overall, the life cycle for each 
different birth cohort has labor force participation rates more than 90 percent from ages 25 to 49 
between 1970 and 2010. Two age groups participated work around 80 percent are ages 20-24 and 
50-54. However, there are gradual declines of participation across cohorts: with the earlier birth 
cohort always participated higher rates than the later cohort.  
Most birth cohorts of men entering the life cycle stage of ages 60-64 have less than 60 
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percent staying at job market. It is a big drop (about 15% to 23% decrease) against prior 
five-year age group (those who ages 55-59) in which work participation rates are between 75% 
and 83%. The big reduction before full retirement age shows considerable proportion of male 
workers taking the earlier retirement. Combined with an environment of rising longevity of the 
elderly, the decline in average retirement age will extend total length of retirement years. If male 
workers were to delay their retirements and continue contributing to the health and pension 
systems, they might ease the burden of an aging population to some extent. 
To the contrary, after ages 65 and more, recent birth cohorts of men were working more 
than earlier cohorts. Therefore, the work participation after full retirement age across birth 
cohorts has been reversed. In Appendix Table A4-4, those born in 1916-1925 on average were 
with 26 percent participation rate at age 65-69; born in 1926-1935 were 29.6 percent; and born in 
1936-1945 were 33 percent. Further examining older age group of 70-74, 75-79 and 84-89, the 
reversed increase work pattern is the same as the group of ages 65-69.  
The story for old American women is both different from and the same of the old men. 
Older women's work participation rates in the post-war period have reflected two partially 
offsetting phenomena—the early retirement trend of older Americans and the increasing labor 
force participation of married women. As a result of the latter, the participation rates of older 
women did not exhibit the dramatic declines like the old men did. Previous research by Hill and 
O’Neill (1992) has suggested such offsetting phenomena. They analyzed a few successive 
cohorts of women born between 1926-30 and 1961-65 and calculated the change in labor force 
participation rates at different ages in women’s life cycle. They found two points stand out: (1) 
there has been a large increase in participation from one cohort to the next at all stages of 
women’s life cycle; (2) participation rates decline between ages 20-24 and 25-29 then rise 
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steeply between ages 30-44 and 45-49 in particular, whereas the later cohorts (those who born in 
1951-55 and thereafter) have much flatter profiles.40 They concluded that, “The flatter profiles 
of these recent cohorts, combined with their high levels of participation hint that a larger 
proportion of women currently in their thirties have accumulated more years of work experience 
than was the case among earlier cohorts. Since the younger cohorts have yet to be observed over 
the life cycle, the extent to which their participation will eventually decline or will continue to 
rise throughout the life cycle remains to be seen.” (Hill and O’Neill, 1992). We now have more 
data to see what had happened in recent two decades.  
In contrast, Appendix Table A4-5 demonstrates changes in work participation rates during 
women’s life cycle at different birth cohorts. Without considering the magnitude, women exhibit 
the reverse work participation pattern to men at same age cohort, that is, women tend to work 
less in the earlier birth cohorts than in recent birth cohorts. For instance, those who ages 35-39, 
40-44, 45-49 and 50-54 have more than 50 percent labor force participation rates in 1970, then 
examining the same age group across birth cohorts, we see the closer to the recent cohorts, the 
higher in work participation rates. The analyzing results also leave a trace showing that in 1970 
those born in 1936-45 and aged 25-29 and 30-34 had a dip of labor force participation rate below 
50% then jumped above 65% in 1980 when they moved to a life cycle aged 35-39 and 40-44. 
This earlier women cohort tended to marry early and had responsibility of taking care of young 
children at home. However, later birth cohorts do not show any drop of working profiles along 
their life cycle until 10 years before the regular full retirement age.  
Only first half of those born in 1946-50 shows slightly decline in work participation at age 
                                                      
40  In fact, for women born in 1950s, their labor force participation was high at ages 20 to 24 right from 
the start and continued to rise without experiencing the drop (due to taking care of young children home) 
or  the steep rebound of the earlier cohorts. 
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25-29 (56.6%) against ages 20-24 (57%). All other birth cohorts start from high work 
participation rates at ages 20-24 and went on to rise without experiencing apparent drop. 
Nevertheless, women do take earlier retirement like men. The gender gap in work participation 
for ages 60-64 is 28% less than men’s earlier cohort and 10% less than men’s recent cohort. 
Generally, women are having more proportion than men to take earlier retirement despite that in 
recent decades women’s work participation has kept increasing non-stop. After full retirement 
age (i.e., 65 and over), women’s labor force participation rates are mostly half that of the men’s 
level.  
 
Table 4-9 displays work participation rates for different birth cohorts of men by education. 
Workers with higher education level are likely to work more at old age. Collapsed the age group 
into one decade apart, I found that during the most productive adulthood, different education 
levels do not make large disparity of work participation rates. Only when near the retirement age 
1970 1980 1990 2000 2010
25-34 35-44 45-54 55-64 65-74 75-84 85+
   Year born: 1916-1925 93.5 68.9 18.6 7.9 1.7
1926-1935 96.3 88.9 62.1 20.8 9.3
1936-1945 97.0 93.4 87.2 60.0 23.3
1946-1955 94.4 91.0 83.1 61.8
1956-1965 92.6 88.5 81.7
   Year born: 1916-1925 97.6 81.8 31.2 13.5 5.1
1926-1935 98.7 95.5 75.3 32.4 16.6
1936-1945 95.6 97.7 94.7 74.2 36.3
1946-1955 95.5 97.2 92.6 76.4
1956-1965 94.7 94.9 91.3
Table 4-9: Male Labor Force Participation of the Elderly By Birth-Cohort and
Education
High School or Less
One Year College  or More
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10 years earlier, there has been about 15% difference of labor force participation rates between 
one-year college or more education and high school or less education. The earlier cohort 
exhibited higher rate of participation than successive cohort and the trends are down as the 
observed years arrive at in recent decade.  
Examining group ages 45-54, those born in 1926-1935  participated 12 percent more than 
those born in 1956-1965 at high school or less education level, but only 6 percent more at one 
year college or more level. However, after full retirement age, the decline trends reverse as the 
recent cohort work more than earlier cohorts. Moreover, after full retirement age, the difference 
of work participation rates between two education levels is significant apart. Only about a fifth of 
high school or less education ages 65-74 are working, but one-third of one year college or more 
participates in the labor market. 
Table 4-10 presents women’s work participation for different birth cohorts by education. 
Unlike men at their productive age shown little difference of work participation rates between 
two education levels group, women with one year college or more tend to work about 10 percent 
higher than those with high school or less education. The sudden drop out of labor market 10 
years before the full retirement is phenomenal for women—a similar work pattern as male 
workers. Instead of reducing the participation rates in recent birth cohort like men, women have 
been working more and more than their earlier birth cohort counterparts and the gains are larger 
within same education level than men. For ages 45-54, the participation gains for those born in 
1956-1966 are 16 percent higher than those born in 1926-1935 with high school or less education 
but 20 percent higher than those born in 1926-1935 with one year college or more. Women with 




4.3.3 Reasons for work participation increase among the elderly in recent decades  
Several factors can help explain the recent increase in labor force participation among older 
workers happened worldwide. One is improved health. Better health associated increase in life 
expectancy makes people able to go on working and may lead many workers to prefer to work 
longer in order to accumulate enough savings for what they have anticipated a longer period of 
retirement.  
Second, a much smaller share of jobs requires strenuous physical effort and a larger 
percentage requires only moderate or light physical exertion (Baily 1987). This shift toward 
fewer jobs requiring physical strength could allow people with diminishing strength to stay in the 
labor force longer.  
Third, several institutional changes have increased incentives for people to retire later in life. 
For example, private pensions have increasingly shifted away from defined-benefit to 
1970 1980 1990 2000 2010
25-34 35-44 45-54 55-64 65-74 75-84 85+
   Year born: 1916-1925 52.8 39.1 11.7 4.1 2.1
1926-1935 50.4 56.4 40.9 12.3 4.7
1936-1945 43.6 62.7 65.1 46.2 16.6
1946-1955 59.8 72.1 70.1 52.2
1956-1965 67.0 72.9 68.7
   Year born: 1916-1925 61.8 51.6 18.7 6.8 3.4
1926-1935 54.9 69.9 56.9 22.8 9.9
1936-1945 50.9 72.3 80.1 62.7 28.2
1946-1955 73.7 81.0 84.0 67.3
1956-1965 80.8 81.9 81.8
One Year College  or More
Table 4-10: Female Labor Force Participation of the Elderly By Birth-Cohort
and Education
High School or Less
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defined-contribution plans.41 In the meanwhile, although many employers offer health insurance 
to current active employees, employer-provided health insurance for retired workers is becoming 
less common. By 2009, 28% of employers with 500 or more employees offered health insurance 
to early retirees, compared with the 46% that had done so in 1993 (Fronstin, 2010; see Figure 2). 
Thus, there has been growing incentive for people to remain in the workforce until at least the 
age of 65 and the beginning of eligibility for Medicare.42  
Fourth, changes in Social Security policy appear to have encouraged participation among 
older workers. The increase in the full retirement age from 65 to 66, and further to 67, along with 
the resulting effective reduction in benefits associated with early retirement, has urged some 
workers to delay claiming Social Security and remain in the labor force longer (See Appendix 
4A-3).43 Moreover, the retirement earnings test, which restricted the ability of recipients who are 
69 or younger to receive Social Security benefits while continuing to work, was eliminated in 
2000 for those who had reached the full retirement age. This change has encouraged some older 
workers to remain in the labor force even after they have begun to collect benefits.                      
Fifth, recent economy of the United States experienced a recession more severe than any 
since the Great Depression. The loss during the recession may press people to work more or to 
reenter the labor market in order to earn more and save more. 
Some authors have promoted delaying retirement as a way to improve older adults’ prospects 
for economical secure (Munnell and Sass 2008). What are the economy-wide implications of 
                                                      
41  Benefits paid by defined-benefit plans generally are based on a formula that is tied to participants’ 
length of service and salary history; employees usually do not contribute. Retirees who have 
defined-contribution plans receive benefits that depend on the total assets accrued in individual accounts 
that have been funded by deposits from employees and their employers. Workers who are covered by 
defined-benefit plans often have little to gains by remaining on the job once the maximum potential 
benefit is attained (frequently at age 65), so the incentive to retire at that point is strong. 
42 However, this effect is expected to reduce to some extent with the enactment of the Patient Protection 
and Affordable Care Act. 
43 The legislation also gradually increased the incentive to delay claiming benefits between the full 
retirement age and age 70. 
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longer average years after retirement? If people choose to retire at relatively early ages and do 
not save substantially in their pre-retirement years, they do run the risk of outliving their 
retirement savings. Studies estimate the impact that early retirement has on future retirement 
benefits and find that older workers who leave the labor force early have significantly reduced 
lifetime Social Security and pension wealth (Gustman and Steinmeier 2005). One significant 
factor in workers’ decisions to retire is the amount of income they can expect to receive when 
they leave the workforce. 
According to Retirement Confidence Survey (RCS), many workers are adjusting their 
expectations about retirement, perhaps in realization of the fact that their financial preparations 
may not be adequate. In 2014, 15 percent of all workers planned to postpone their retirement. 
Reasons for workers’ planning to delay their retirement include the poor economy (25 percent); 
inadequate finances or can’t afford to retire (18 percent); a change in employment situation (17 
percent); needing to pay for health care costs (12 percent); lack of faith in Social Security or 
government (9 percent); higher-than-expected cost of living (9 percent); and wanting to make 
sure they have enough money to retire comfortably (8 percent). (Helman et al. 2014, pp. 25-26) 
Will older Americans be developing a new attitude toward work late in life? Since the labor 
force participation rates of workers aged 65 to 69 have been around 30 percent for men, and 20 
percent for women, it seems that work late in life will remain an important part of the labor 
market exit process. 
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Chapter 5  
Changes in Trends of Income and Wealth of 
the Elderly   
The economic status of the elderly improved since late 1990s and their economic trends have 
kept rising in recent years. Taking into account money income only, it has increased at different 
rates across age groups but the elderly has been gaining more. In addition, the different growth 
rates of money income are mostly caused by the shifting composition of income sources. For the 
non-elderly population, money income is dominated by earnings; whereas for the elderly, 
earnings are not the major source. Implementation of specific policies in the past had particular 
effects on income improvement of the elderly. For instance, Social security legislation of the 
1970s resulted in benefit increases that exceeded both the rate of inflation and the wage rates 
growth. Other retirement and pension plans offered by employers (both private and public), 
provided extended income sources for the aged. Furthermore, some policy changes in Social 
Security in 1980s benefited older women specifically: raising survivor spouse benefit from 82.5 
to 100 percent of the deceased worker’s benefits; reducing the needed marriage years from 20 to 
10 years to claim a benefit on a divorced spouse’s record. Moreover, for the elderly poor, 
Supplemental Security Income (SSI) introduced in 1974 established a guaranteed income for 
those at the bottom line of the income distribution.  
This chapter reviews the economic status of the elderly over a 24-year period by examining 
the Survey of Consumer Finances (SCF) data that included asset information from 1989-2013. 
The analysis compares trends in income and wealth of the non-elderly broadly and with different 
elderly birth cohorts specifically and highlights some important shifts of income and wealth 
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composition, such as tax-deferred retirement accounts, the value of primary residences and 
amounts of debt. Also under investigation are the changes in financial assets and nonfinancial 
assets. The analysis of the elderly will concentrate on married couples, non-married persons, and 
single women, in particular, as widows commonly receive Survivor benefits from Social Security. 
Overall, there are large differences in between the upper and lower strata of the income 
distribution in their retirement finances. Higher-income elderly individuals have more diverse 
income sources, such as income from private pensions, assets, and earnings. But for those in the 
lower part of income distribution, Social Security is the most important source of income. 
Program changes could significantly affect their well-being.  
In order to understand to what extent the economic status of the elderly has changed, this chapter 
will address three topics:  
1. What is the relative importance of Social Security benefits as a source of income to the 
elderly and what has changed in the relative importance of private pension plans and 
earnings as income sources?  
2. Examining income of the elderly based on marital status since the family structure is a 
major determinant regarding economic well-being. Married couple is treated as one unit. 
3. Using the Survey of Consumer Finances (SCF), I’ll investigate the net worth of the 
elderly and their wealth changes over time.44 
Chapter 5 is arranged as follows. In section I, I analyze the importance of Social Security for the 
elderly and its share of total income. Section II summarizes broad trends in the economic status 
of the elderly over time by sex, marital status, race, and age group using CPS March data. 
                                                      
44
  To simplify the text, I use the words “wealth” and “net worth” interchangeably. Net worth is the 




Section III presents changes in wealth of the elderly and sources of that wealth and how the 
levels and sources of wealth differ by sex, age, education, race, as well as by marital status. 
Section VI summarizes the findings and concludes.  
5.1 Social Security as One of the Major Income Sources of the Elderly 
The majority of the elderly population receives Social Security but its share as a percentage 
of total income varies most importantly with marital status, age and other demographic 
characteristics. Social Security officially called “the Old-Age, Survivors, and Disability 
Insurance (OASDI)” was intended to provide monthly benefits to offset the loss of earnings due 
to retirement, disability, or death (of a spouse). Social Security retirement benefits are based on a 
variety of factors, including a person’s earnings history and the age at which the initial benefit is 
claimed. Initially, the age at which full benefits could be claimed was 65. In 1961, reduced 
benefits were made available to those ages 62-64. Currently, the youngest age for workers to 
claim Social Security benefits is 62 but benefits are about 25 percent lower than at the full 
retirement age. Policy has been amended to gradually increase the full retirement age for those 
born after 1937, reaching 67 for those born in 1960 and later (See Appendix A4-1). For people 
who delay receiving Social Security benefits beyond the full retirement age, the benefit continues 
to increase up to 70.  
Table 5-1 shows that, as of December 2013, 79 percent of Social Security beneficiaries were 
persons aged 62 or older; about 15 percent aged 18-61 receiving benefits as disabled workers, 
survivors, or dependents; and another 6 percent were children under age 18. The elderly 




Table 5-2 presents percent receiving Social Security, retirement income, earnings, and the 
share of the sources in total income for those aged 65 and older. Although in 1961 the age of 
earlier recipients was changed to 62, only 69 percent of aged 65 or older received Social Security 
benefits in 1962.45 Then, it was 89 percent in 1976; reaching at slightly higher proportion in the 
early 1990s about 92 percent and then very gradually decline to 86 percent in 2012. Asset 
income (including interest, dividends, income from estates or trusts, and net rental income or 
royalties) appears to be the second largest income receiving source of the elderly. But as a 
percentage share of total income, its share was ranked in the 1970s behind earnings, in 1980s 
ahead of earnings, and in recent years behind both earnings and pensions.46 In 2012, 51 percent 
reporting receiving asset income as income source, however, asset’s percentage share of total 
                                                      
45  Not shown in Table 5-2. 
46  Pensions include regular payments from private pensions and annuities; government employee 
pensions; Railroad Retirement; and individual retirement accounts (IRAs), Keoghs, and 401(k) plans. 
Nonetheless, irregular withdrawals (lump-sum payments) from IRAs, Keoghs, and 401(k) plans are not 
included in the data for CPS data collection. 
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income accounted for only 11 percent—much lower than pension income’s 17 percent and 
















1976 89 31 56 25 100 39 16 18 23 4
1978 90 32 62 25 100 38 16 19 23 4
1980 90 34 66 23 100 39 16 22 19 4
1982 90 35 68 22 100 39 15 25 18 3
1984 91 38 68 21 100 38 15 28 16 3
1986 91 40 67 20 100 38 16 26 17 3
1988 92 42 68 22 100 38 18 25 17 3
1990 92 44 69 22 100 36 18 25 18 3
1992 92 45 67 20 100 40 20 21 17 3
1994 91 42 67 21 100 42 19 18 18 4
1996 91 41 63 21 100 40 19 18 20 3
1998 90 43 63 21 100 38 19 20 21 3
2000 90 41 59 22 100 38 18 18 23 3
2002 90 41 55 22 100 39 19 14 25 3
2004 89 41 55 24 100 39 20 13 26 3
2006 89 41 55 25 100 37 18 15 28 3
2008 87 41 54 26 100 37 19 13 30 3
2010 86 40 52 26 100 37 19 11 30 3
2012 86 39 51 28 100 35 17 11 34 3
% receiving Social Security (S.S.)
and other Income Sources
S.S. ann other income sources as a percentage
share of total income
Table 5-2: Percent Receiving Social Security and Other Income Sources and Social Security
As a Percentage Share of Total Income, ALL Ages 65 and Older, Selected Years
SOURCE: March Current Population Survey, Survey of Demographic and Economic Characteristics
of the Aged.
a) 
The definition of “other” includes public assistance, unemployment compensation, workers
compensation, alimony, child support, and personal contributions.
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For many years, Social Security has provided the largest share of aggregate income for 
persons aged 65 or older.47 In 1976, the share attributed to Social Security of total income was 
39 percent; then reached at a higher point of 42 percent in the middle of 1990s; but slowly 
reduced to 35 percent in 2012. As to the earnings share of total income, it has experienced a 
distinctive pattern—first declining into in the mid-1980s then gradually increasing to the present. 
As in previous chapter shown that the elderly have increased labor force participation in recent 
years, the rising share of earnings may be due to the increase of work participation. As a 
consequence, the increase in earnings share of total income contributed to the slightly decrease 
share of social security to total income.  
5.2 CPS March Survey: Social Security and Income Analysis by Family Unit 
In 2013, elderly men compromise of 45 percent of the elderly population. The population of 
elderly women surely is 10 percent greater than elderly men. This sex-ratio in old age will 
remain about the same as the projected population growth up to 2030 (see Table 1-2). As shown 
in previous chapter, elderly men are more likely to stay married or re-married at old age. 
Three-fourth of men before ages 80 and over maintain married compared with about half that of 
elderly women in 2013. Instead as women at old age, they are more likely to be widows (Table 
4-6). In the meanwhile, increase in the economic role of working age women have occurred 
since late 1960s. This change is likely to be reflected in a changed economic status for women in 
old age.    
                                                      
47  The share estimates in Table 5-2 aggregated Social Security income, pensions, asset income, or 





Family structure plays a significant role on utilizing the economic sources. For the elderly, it 
is more relevant in term of Social Security benefits and other sources of income. Therefore, 
while doing income analysis of the elderly, choosing an appropriate “unit” to observe is critical. I 
distinguish the elderly from married couple to non-married single (including widowed, separated, 
divorced, and never married). I treat a married couple family as one unit. When analyzing ALL 
elderly, only one observation of married couple family is selected into ALL elderly samples. In 
this section, the analysis is based on elderly unit defined as a married couple with husband or 
wife age 65 or over, or a person 65 or older who does not live with a spouse. This race and 
Hispanic origin of married couple are determined by the husband.  
Table 5-3 displays percent receiving Social Security benefits and other sources of income. It 
differs from Table 5-2 due to the latter revised from publication but the former calculated from 
CPS micro data based on elderly unit. Separately examining Social Security, retirement income 
and earnings as a percentage share of total income for the ALL elderly in both tables, the results 
are similar. And the differences of percent receiving Social Security between married couple and 
non-married single are very small.  
However, when investigating receiving pensions and earnings as income sources, 
differences between married couple and non-married single are significant. Table 5-3 showing 
results from 1987 to 2013, more than half of elderly couples have been receiving income from 
retirement accounts only fell under 50 percent until recent years. Whereas, non-married singles 
mostly have a quarter percent getting income from pensions but show slowly increase in recent 
years. The percentage differences of receiving earnings between married couple and non-married 



























1987 92 93 91 35 52 23 23 39 12
1988 92 93 91 36 53 24 24 40 13
1989 91 92 91 36 54 24 24 40 13
1990 91 92 91 38 55 26 24 40 13
1991 91 92 90 38 56 27 23 39 13
1992 92 93 91 39 56 27 23 38 12
1993 91 92 90 38 54 27 23 39 13
1994 91 92 90 38 53 27 23 39 12
1995 91 92 90 37 53 26 23 39 12
1996 90 91 90 37 53 26 23 38 13
1997 90 91 90 37 52 28 23 38 13
1998 90 91 90 38 53 28 23 39 12
1999 90 91 90 38 52 28 24 41 13
2000 90 91 90 37 50 27 24 41 13
2001 90 91 90 36 50 27 24 40 13
2002 89 90 89 36 50 27 24 39 14
2003 90 90 89 37 51 28 25 40 15
2004 89 89 88 37 50 28 25 41 14
2005 88 88 88 37 49 28 25 41 15
2006 88 89 88 37 49 28 26 42 15
2007 87 87 86 36 48 27 27 43 16
2008 87 88 86 37 48 28 28 45 16
2009 87 87 86 36 47 28 28 43 16
2010 86 87 85 36 47 28 28 44 17
2011 86 87 86 37 49 28 29 45 17
2012 86 86 86 36 47 28 30 47 17
2013 84 84 84 36 47 28 30 45 17
Table 5-3: Percent Receiving Social Security Benefits and other Sources of
Income, All Ages 65 and Older and by Marital Stautus, 1987-2013
SOURCE: Author's calculation from March Current Population Survey (called Annual
Social and Economic (ASEC) Supplement after year 2003). Since respondents report the
prior year income in CPS, results derived from CPS data all indicate in calendar year.
a) 
The calculation of social security, retirement income, eanrings and total income for the
couple family is based on treating married couple as one unit, i.e, one observation.
Therefore, when the elderly couple are included in the all ages 65 and over, only one
represented elderly in the family is counted.
Social Security Retirement Income Earnings
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5.2.1 Social Security Benefits and Characteristics of Elderly Recipients  
A. Married Couples v.s. Non-married Single Elderly 
Table 5-4 presents Social Security as a percentage share of total income by marital status. 
The share of Social Security benefits for married couples is smaller than for non-married persons. 
Moreover, the share of earnings and retirement income for elderly couples are bigger than for 
elderly singles. All these imply that married couples are better off than non-married persons. 
Income sources from Social Security, retirement income and earnings altogether comprise of 75 
percent for married couples in 1987, surpassed 80 percent in 2001, and kept increasing to 84 
percent in 2013. The elderly singles are similar trending up but the range of increase is greater. In 
1987, sources of income from Social Security, retirement income and earnings summed to 66 
percent for non-married elderly. It increased to 70 percent in 1992 and to 80 percent in 2008, and 
has gone up to 83 percent in 2013. Non-married persons proportionally have been getting more 
earnings as the source of income compared with Social Security and retirement income: up from 



























1987 38 33 44 15 18 11 18 23 10
1988 37 33 44 16 18 11 18 24 10
1989 36 32 43 15 18 11 19 25 10
1990 36 31 44 16 19 12 19 25 10
1991 38 33 45 17 19 13 19 24 10
1992 39 34 46 17 20 13 19 24 11
1993 40 35 47 18 20 14 19 24 10
1994 42 37 49 17 20 14 19 24 11
1995 41 36 50 17 20 13 19 25 11
1996 40 35 47 17 20 14 20 26 13
1997 39 35 45 17 20 14 20 25 13
1998 38 34 45 18 20 14 21 25 13
1999 38 34 45 18 19 15 21 27 13
2000 38 34 45 17 19 14 22 28 14
2001 40 34 48 17 19 15 23 28 14
2002 39 34 47 18 20 15 24 29 17
2003 40 34 48 19 21 15 24 29 16
2004 39 34 48 19 21 16 25 29 17
2005 38 33 45 18 19 15 26 30 18
2006 38 33 45 17 18 15 26 31 17
2007 37 32 44 16 18 15 27 33 18
2008 38 32 46 17 18 16 28 33 19
2009 39 34 47 17 18 16 27 33 19
2010 37 33 45 18 19 16 29 34 21
2011 37 33 45 18 19 16 30 35 21
2012 37 32 45 17 18 16 31 36 22
2013 36 32 44 18 18 16 31 35 23
Table 5-4: Social Security Benefits and other Sources of Income As a Share of Total
Income, All Ages 65 and Older by Marital Stautus, 1987-2013
SOURCE: Author's calculation from March Current Population Survey (called Annual Social
and Economic (ASEC) Supplement after year 2003). Since respondents report the prior year
income in CPS, results derived from CPS data all indicate in calendar year.
a) 
The calculation of social security, retirement income, eanrings and total income for the
couple family is based on treating married couple as one unit, i.e, one observation. Therefore,
when the elderly couple are included in the all ages 65 and over, only one represented elderly
in the family is counted.
Social Security Retirement Income Earnings
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B. Single Elderly by Sex 
Advancing to old age often means a transition from marriage to widowhood. Economic 
needs may be affected by the transition marital status accordingly. Because men tend to be older 
than their wives and older women on average have longer life expectancy than older men, plus a 
larger percentage of men are married or remarried in old age, the proportion of widows is larger. 
While investigating the economic status, marital status plays a key role in determining the 
well-being of the elderly.  
Table 5-5-A presents the extent to which non-married persons accessing Social Security 
benefits. I examine the property in terms of percent receiving Social Security payments, mean 
value of those receipts and the benefits as a percentage share of total income. The percent of 
receiving matches general trend showing decline receiving in recent years for all single elderly 
groups, but the decline is relative smaller among widows. The gender difference is significant. 
Elderly single women depend more on Social Security payments than elderly single men. Among 
elderly single women, widows are more likely to rely on monthly check from Social Security 
fund and Social Security benefits composes more than half of total income. Furthermore, the 
mean value of Social Security amount is higher for survivor spouse (no matter widows or 




C. All elderly by Race and Ethnicity 
Table 5-5-B shows the racial and ethnic comparison of receiving Social Security, possession 
the proportion relative to total income, and mean value of the benefits. Among the elderly, whites 
are more likely than Asians, blacks, or Hispanics to receive Social Security. Mean value of Social 
Security among whites are higher than other racial and ethnic group. But the mean value varies 
little between blacks and Hispanics. While Asians show much less share compared other three 
racial groups, the mean value of Social Security has been going on increasing.   
1989 1992 1995 1998 2001 2004 2007 2010 2013
% receiving S.S.
Nonmarried Men 89 90 90 87 87 87 83 83 81
Widower 91 93 92 91 90 89 90 88 87
Never marrid 81 84 86 83 85 83 69 72 69
Nonmarried Women 91 92 91 91 91 89 87 86 85
Widow 93 93 92 92 92 91 90 90 90
Never marrid 80 81 81 85 82 75 77 69 70
 
Nonmarried Men 39 39 43 36 37 38 37 37 35
Widower 41 42 47 38 41 42 43 42 42
Never marrid 31 33 32 34 36 34 30 31 28
Nonmarried Women 45 49 53 50 53 53 48 49 49
Widow 47 52 56 53 57 58 54 56 57
Never marrid 32 35 40 42 39 38 32 34 32
 
Nonmarried Men 11,689 11,796 13,926 13,688 13,934 14,384 14,878 15,474 15,574
Widower 11,892 12,227 14,734 14,003 14,331 15,093 15,269 15,523 15,959
Never marrid 10,410 10,386 12,455 12,816 11,806 12,072 13,273 14,713 14,236
Nonmarried Women 10,648 10,894 12,025 12,481 12,879 13,131 13,436 14,074 14,179
Widow 10,881 11,103 12,319 12,866 13,217 13,490 13,903 14,489 14,532
Never marrid 10,355 10,313 11,224 11,395 11,637 12,046 12,386 12,811 13,159
Table 5-5-A: Social Security Benefits for Non-married Elderly by Sex
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, CPS March Supplement 1990-2002 and Annual Social and Economic Supplement
(ASEC) 2004-2014.
Mean S.S. benefits for
those receiving (in 2013$)





D. Older elderly have more share of Social Security as income source. 
Examining Social Security as a share of total income by older age group, the older the 
elderly, the larger share of Social Security income be. Table 5-6 displays the proportion elderly 
possessing Social Security relative to total income by older age group. For those ages 65-69, the 
proportion share fluctuate around one quarter percentage. As age increases, the dependency on 
Social Security becomes more and more. Although not shown in table, the median value of 
Social Security benefits peaked at age of 70-74 for elderly singles but reaching at higher value at 
age of 75-79 for married couple. For single women aged 70 and over, about half of their income 
is from Social Security; more so having Social Security receipt when age was 75-79. For single 
women aged 80 and older, particular in recent decade, Social Security income is close to 60 
1989 1992 1995 1998 2001 2004 2007 2010 2013
% receiving S.S.  
White alone 93 94 93 93 93 91 90 89 87
Black alone 86 89 84 86 85 83 79 81 79
Asian alone 67 62 58 60 64 65 65 63 61
Hispanic 81 79 80 75 77 75 72 72 72
White alone 36 39 41 38 40 39 37 38 36
Black alone 46 45 42 47 38 40 38 38 38
Asian alone 27 29 29 25 27 28 29 30 29
Hispanic 35 39 43 38 39 42 38 37 37
White alone 13,865 14,332 15,924 16,825 17,058 17,443 17,851 18,825 19,248
Black alone 10,343 10,420 11,908 12,723 12,987 13,058 13,962 14,770 15,513
Asian alone 12,562 12,579 15,186 14,951 14,629 15,884 16,441 16,734 16,848
Hispanic 11,411 11,428 12,212 12,995 13,296 14,186 14,946 14,284 15,278
Table 5-5-B: Social Security Benefits for the Elderly by Race and Ethnicity
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, CPS March Supplement 1990-2002 and Annual Social and Economic Supplement
(ASEC) 2004-2014.
Mean S.S. benefits for those
receiving (in 2013 dollars)




percent of total income—67% higher than overall elderly population whose share on average 
was 36 percent of total income in 2013. 
 
5.2.2 Real Money Income of the Elderly: from CPS March data    
In the section, I will use CPS March data to analyze money income for the elderly. Money 
income collected by Annual Social and Economic Supplement (prior called March Supplement) 
1989 2001 2007 2010 2013
Total 36 40 37 37 36
65-69 26 29 26 25 24
Married Couples 23 25 23 22 21
Nonmarried Persons 32 37 32 31 30
Men 28 33 29 30 26
Women 34 40 33 32 33
70-74 40 40 37 39 39
Married Couples 36 38 34 37 37
Nonmarried Persons 46 44 42 44 44
Men 41 36 37 37 39
Women 48 49 44 48 48
75-79 46 47 45 46 45
Married Couples 44 44 42 43 42
Nonmarried Persons 49 51 49 51 50
Men 45 39 41 42 41
Women 50 57 53 56 54
80 and over 48 53 50 52 50
Married Couples 48 48 43 46 45
Nonmarried Persons 48 56 54 56 55
Men 47 43 42 44 44
Women 48 61 59 62 60
Table 5-6: Social Security Benefits as a Share of Total Income by
Age Group, Marital Status and Sex
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, CPS March Supplement 1990, 2002 and Annual
Social and Economic Supplement (ASEC), 2008, 2011 and 2014.




of CPS48 is defined as the sum of all sources of income received before any deductions, such as 
taxes, union dues, or Medicare premiums. Total money income does not reflect non-money 
transfers such as Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) benefits, health benefits, 
subsidized housing, payments in kind, or fringe benefits from one’s employment neither does it 
include capital gains or losses, or irregular withdrawals (lump-sum payments) from IRAs, 
Keoghs, or 401(k) plans. Since married couples are counted as one unit, total money income uses 
family income for married couple; for non-married single uses person income. 
There is substantial dispersion in real money income among elderly group by marital Status. 
In Table 5-7, after adjusting for inflation (in 2013 dollars),49 the real median income in 1989 for 
married couples was $41,041, but for non-married persons was only $15,804. The pattern does 
not change over time. In 2013, real median income for married couples was $52,168; for 
non-married persons was $18,643. The real median money income of married couples and of 
non-married persons shows a significant difference. Note that since the analysis uses married 
couple as one unit, the income for married couple is shared by two persons. However, even 
though couple’s median income is divided by two, the absolute value is still bigger than the 
value of non-married persons. 
We learned from Table 5-7, that for the elderly as a whole, median money income 
demonstrates continuous gains across various demographic groups. After adjustment for inflation, 
                                                      
48 Each person ages 15 years and older in the sample is asked questions on the amount of money income 
received in the preceding calendar year from each of the following sources: Earnings, unemployment 
compensation, workers’ compensation, Social Security, Supplemental Security income, public assistance, 
veterans’ payments, survivor benefits, disability benefits, pension or retirement income, interest, 
dividends, rents, royalties, and estates and trusts, educational assistance, alimony, child support, financial 
assistance from outside of the household, other income. 
49  The adjustment is based on percentage changes in prices between 2013 and earlier years and is 
computed by dividing the annual average Consumer Price Index Research Series (CPI-U-RS) for 2013 by 
the annual average for earlier years. 
77 
 
the median income of all persons aged 65 and over increased 27 percent from 1989 to 2013: 
most increases are attributed to gains by married couples (who have increased by 27 percent) and 
by non-married men (who have increased by 24 percent). As for non-married women, their 
median income increase 13 percent between 1989 to 2013—much less an increase compared to 










Total 23,581 25,058 26,788 27,885 29,907 26.8 6.3 6.9 11.6
Married Couples 41,041 44,134 46,849 49,146 52,168 27.1 7.5 6.2 11.4
Nonmarried Persons 15,804 17,031 17,816 18,442 18,643 18.0 7.8 4.6 4.6
Nonmarried Men 18,603 21,118 21,571 21,749 23,099 24.2 13.5 2.1 7.1
Widower 19,053 22,342 21,708 21,963 23,860 25.2 17.3 -2.8 9.9
Never marrid 17,880 16,705 17,439 21,739 19,029 6.4 -6.6 4.4 9.1
Nonmarried Women 15,041 16,438 16,862 17,295 16,959 12.8 9.3 2.6 0.6
Widow 15,168 16,579 16,852 17,262 16,874 11.2 9.3 1.6 0.1
Never marrid 17,087 16,383 20,135 16,026 16,860 -1.3 -4.1 22.9 -16.3
By race  
White alone 25,667 27,132 29,239 30,639 33,215 29.4 5.7 7.8 13.6
Black alone 12,572 16,579 16,724 17,903 20,459 62.7 31.9 0.9 22.3
Asian alone * 21,041 18,189 20,809 19,826 21,600 * * 14.4 3.8
Hispanic 15,380 15,631 16,852 16,026 17,819 15.9 1.6 7.8 5.7
Table 5-7: Median Money Income and Changes in Money Income of the Elderly by Marital
Status, Sex and Race (in 2013 dollars)
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, CPS March Supplement 1990, 2002 and Annual Social and Economic
Supplement (ASEC), 2008, 2011 and 2014.
% Changes
By marital status and
sex
1989 2001 2007 2010 2013
* The Asian race in the sample of 1989 is 210 persons, too small to have a consistent comparison.
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  In Chapter 4, we learned that the non-married elderly are more likely to live alone. The 
preference of the elderly to living alone instead of living with relatives is due in part to their 
increased income over time plus factors: such as health, education, and homeownership. 
However, never married women seem to have lower income than other elderly group. In 2010, 
the income of never married women was $16,026, a decrease from $20,135 in 2007; which is a 
20 percent reduction from pre-recession. In contrast, the never married men in the same period 
show a 25 percent increase after recession but it may not be reliable as the sample size in this 
group is rather small.  
There are persistent differences in incomes among racial/ethnic groups in the U.S. (Table 
5-7). Both blacks and whites have maintained increase in real median income over time. 
Investigating changes between 1989 and 2013, white’s median income has increased 29 percent. 
Compared with other racial and ethnic groups, blacks started out at a relative lower level median 
income of $12,573 in 1989 but reached at $20,459 in 2013, contributed to a 63 percent increase 
during this 24-year time span.50 Hispanic and Asian all encountered about 5 percent income loss 
during the period of great recession (i.e., between 2007 and 2010, not shown in Table 5-7). If 
examining median income changes between 2007 and 2013, Asians has increased 4 percent and 
Hispanic has gained 6 percent. One consequence of this racial disparity had been that 
low-income/low-wealth persons had faced hurdles when attempting to become homeowners. 
Key findings from a study from the Department of Housing and Urban Development showed that 
subprime loans are three times more likely in low income neighborhoods than in high-income 
ones, and that predatory lending practices made homeownership far more costly for poor 
families. 
                                                      
50  I should note that the analysis here use elderly unit, in which for married couple, husband’s race is the 




Table 5-8 presents median income of the elderly by age group, marital status and sex. The 
older the elderly, the less median money income they have on average. For married couples, the 









Total 23,581 25,058 26,788 27,885 29,907 26.8 6.3 6.9 11.6
65-69 31,696 34,577 38,093 40,267 42,000 32.5 9.1 10.2 10.3
Married Couples 46,942 52,685 58,934 62,577 63,809 35.9 12.2 11.9 8.3
Nonmarried Persons 18,759 19,487 21,255 21,798 22,283 18.8 3.9 9.1 4.8
Men 21,948 23,227 24,744 22,952 26,059 18.7 5.8 6.5 5.3
Women 17,749 17,631 19,504 21,256 20,000 12.7 -0.7 10.6 2.5
70-74 25,590 27,947 30,134 31,318 34,200 33.6 9.2 7.8 13.5
Married Couples 42,075 44,457 47,997 50,639 50,943 21.1 5.7 8.0 6.1
Nonmarried Persons 16,945 17,059 17,951 18,694 20,459 20.7 0.7 5.2 14.0
Men 20,138 20,031 20,838 21,493 22,000 9.2 -0.5 4.0 5.6
Women 16,349 16,547 17,102 17,711 19,344 18.3 1.2 3.4 13.1
75-79 20,482 23,310 25,287 26,286 26,543 29.6 13.8 8.5 5.0
Married Couples 36,051 40,099 40,389 41,789 46,176 28.1 11.2 0.7 14.3
Nonmarried Persons 14,780 16,579 17,209 18,085 17,359 17.4 12.2 3.8 0.9
Men 18,364 21,315 21,032 20,513 21,481 17.0 16.1 -1.3 2.1
Women 14,036 15,847 16,235 17,334 16,211 15.5 12.9 2.4 -0.1
80 and over 16,976 19,737 20,447 20,788 21,559 27.0 16.3 3.6 5.4
Married Couples 30,769 36,860 37,048 38,865 41,069 33.5 19.8 0.5 10.9
Nonmarried Persons 14,148 16,617 17,218 17,198 16,859 19.2 17.5 3.6 -2.1
Men 16,202 20,677 21,198 21,749 21,600 33.3 27.6 2.5 1.9
Women 13,767 16,010 16,178 16,224 15,923 15.7 16.3 1.0 -1.6
Table 5-8: Median Money Income and Changes in Money Income of the Elderly by Age
Group, Marital Status and Sex (in 2013 dollars)
By age group, marital
status and sex
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, CPS March Supplement 1990, 2002 and Annual Social and Economic
Supplement (ASEC), 2008, 2011 and 2014.




1989, $58934 in 2007, and $63,809 in 2013. These income estimates are statistically different. 
Non-married women are consistent with lower median income than non-married men at very 
older age group.  
Generally, the level of money income will fall in old age, reflecting a decline in work 
participation and the replacement of earnings by pensions or Social Security benefits. After 
retirement, however, the retirement income seldom equals earnings. Reason for using CPS data 
in this section is getting an idea about how income trend of the elderly evolved. In next section, 
my study switches to Survey of Consumer Finances (SCF) data.        
5.3 Series of Cross-Sections of SCF: Income and Wealth Analysis51 
The data used to examine income and wealth is the series of cross-sectional data from the 
triennial Survey of Consumer Finances (SCF) conducted between 1989 and 2013. Covering a 
long time period, the SCF data is well-suited for analyzing wealth from a lifecycle perspective. 
In chapter 3, I have explained the merit of using the SCF for wealth analysis, particularly for the 
elderly. Most elderly persons with lifetime asset accumulation, large section of financial and 
nonfinancial sources of the elderly are not recorded in the usual income data. The Survey of 
Consumer Finances (SCF) gathering a series of asset and debt information offers more 
comprehensive financial conditions of the elderly. The wealth analysis in this section is based on 
components of wealth listed in Table 3-1, in which the financial and nonfinancial assets and debt 
are all included.  
                                                      
51  As discussed in Section 5.2, Social Security is the largest single source of income for persons aged 65 
or older. The share of income varies with demographic characteristics. Married couple families have on 
average one-third of income coming from Social Security benefits and for single elderly the amount 




Table 5-9 to Table 5-11—a set of three tables—show us how the wealth analysis has to do with a 
series of detection in order to realize the real wealth of the elderly. Table 5-9 presents percent 
families with financial and nonfinancial components of wealth for different age of family head. 
Table 5-10 shows the percentage share of these components of total wealth. Table 5-11 
demonstrates the value of these components, and including debt, all of which comprise the 
wealth.52  
 
In Table 5-9, it shows most families have financial asset but the components in it varies 
with age of family head. Take the transaction accounts as an example, majority families—93 
                                                      
52  As indicating earlier, I use “wealth” and “net worth” interchangeably. 
2007 2013 2007 2013 2007 2013 2007 2013 2007 2013 2007 2013 2007 2013
94 95 89 93 93 93 93 93 98 96 96 97 97 97
Transaction accounts 92 93 87 90 91 92 92 92 96 95 95 97 95 97
CDs and savings bonds 27 16 19 13 23 16 28 16 32 15 31 19 40 23
Stocks and bonds 18 14 14 7 17 15 19 15 22 16 21 20 21 17
Mutual funds 11 8 5 4 12 6 13 8 14 11 15 12 13 10
Retirement accounts 53 49 42 39 58 55 65 57 61 59 52 48 30 29
Cash value life insurance 23 19 11 9 18 13 22 17 35 24 34 29 28 30
Annuities and trusts 6 5 1 1 2 2 5 4 8 7 13 12 14 9
Other 10 8 10 9 9 5 11 9 10 8 10 8 6 6
92 91 88 85 91 93 95 92 96 93 95 96 87 90
Primary residence 69 65 41 36 66 62 77 69 81 74 86 86 77 80
Other property 19 18 8 6 17 13 22 20 28 23 27 28 18 19
Business equity 14 12 8 7 18 16 17 15 18 16 11 11 5 4
Other (including vehicles) 88 87 86 83 88 90 91 88 92 90 91 90 73 77
98 98 97 97 97 98 98 98 99 98 98 99 98 99
77 75 84 77 86 85 87 82 82 79 66 66 31 41
100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100Total Wealth
Total Assets
Total debt
Source: Survey of Consumer Finance (SCF), 2007 and 2013.
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percent—reported having transaction accounts, including checking account, saving account or 
other money market account, but transaction accounts only make up 6 percent (see Table 5-10) 
of the total wealth and the median value of the transaction accounts are only worth $4,000 
dollars (Table 5-11).  
 
Take one nonfinancial component—primary residence—as another example, 65 percent 
families in 2013 reported owned primary home; among those relative younger head of family age 
35-44 reported similar proportion of possession—62 percent. The housing wealth for this age 
group makes up almost about half of the family wealth (48 percent share), and the median value 
of home for this group is $175,000. Nonetheless, the median wealth for this group is $47,000. 
Apparently, debt is involved; no matter in a form of mortgages, credit card debt or installment 
2007 2013 2007 2013 2007 2013 2007 2013 2007 2013 2007 2013 2007 2013
40 48 27 47 34 40 39 45 43 50 43 52 42 48
Transaction accounts 4 6 6 12 5 8 5 5 4 6 4 5 5 8
CDs and savings bonds 2 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 2 1 1 1 4 2
Stocks and bonds 9 9 3 9 6 6 8 8 7 8 11 12 15 11
Mutual funds 6 7 3 2 5 5 5 7 8 8 7 7 5 7
Retirement accounts 14 19 10 15 14 18 15 19 18 21 14 20 5 11
Cash value life insurance 1 1 2 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 2 1 1
Annuities and trusts 3 4 0 0 1 1 2 3 2 3 4 5 6 6
Other 1 1 1 2 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 0
77 69 152 137 105 97 80 79 68 64 64 55 60 56
Primary residence 37 32 90 79 58 48 39 36 28 28 29 24 31 24
Other property 13 12 13 12 15 9 12 12 14 12 12 12 12 12
Business equity 23 21 35 27 26 33 25 26 23 20 20 15 15 15
Other 4 5 16 19 6 7 4 5 3 4 3 3 2 3
-17 -17 -79 -84 -39 -37 -19 -24 -11 -13 -7 -7 -2 -4




Source: Survey of Consumer Finances (SCF), 2007 and 2013.
Total financial assets
Table 5-10: Share of Components of Family Wealth by Age of Family Head, 2007 and 2013
All
65-74 75+<35 35-44 45-54 55-64
by Age of Head
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loans, and so on. It turns out the total debt of this group has accumulated to 37 percent of the 
total wealth and can be realized with median value of $97,000.  
Since wealth analysis of the elderly is the main purpose of this study, Table 5-9 to Table 
5-11 offer information why in next section that I focus on retirement accounts in financial asset 
and primary home in nonfinancial asset for the study of elderly wealth. Retirement accounts and 
primary residence are important assets for the elderly not only due to high percentage of their 
ownership but also due to the magnitude of the value. 
Before going into wealth analysis, I start with a small section using income data in the SCF (in 
2007 2013 2007 2013 2007 2013 2007 2013 2007 2013 2007 2013 2007 2013
32 21 8 6 29 20 61 32 83 53 76 72 47 29
Transaction accounts 5 4 3 2 4 4 6 4 6 5 9 7 7 7
CDs and savings bonds 7 4 2 2 3 1 6 3 11 4 22 20 34 18
Stocks and bonds 20 28 3 7 17 20 21 16 28 30 52 52 51 76
Mutual funds 63 80 20 11 25 48 56 53 126 143 97 155 84 145
Retirement accounts 51 59 11 12 42 43 71 87 112 104 86 149 39 69
Cash value life insurance 9 8 3 3 9 7 11 8 11 10 11 9 6 8
Annuities and trusts 79 100 17 13 27 40 51 70 66 100 79 125 112 110
Other 7 5 2 2 9 4 7 5 25 6 11 10 18 14
199 148 35 22 205 136 253 175 262 189 238 207 176 153
Primary residence 225 170 196 140 230 175 258 180 236 185 225 175 168 145
Other property 135 105 67 74 121 90 140 80 168 150 146 132 171 105
Business equity 112 100 67 32 97 75 112 100 130 150 466 250 281 200
Other 18 16 16 13 20 17 22 20 21 18 17 17 11 11
 
249 178 43 30 250 163 344 215 391 261 340 303 247 217
76 60 41 31 119 97 108 100 68 63 45 44 15 20
136 81 13 10 100 47 208 105 285 166 269 232 239 195Total Wealth
Total Assets
Total debt
Source: Survey of Consumer Finance (SCF), 2007 and 2013.
Table 5-11: Median Value of Components of Family Wealth by Age of Family Head
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which including realized capital gains) to show why income analysis is not sufficient to 
demonstrate the economic well-being of the elderly. 
5.3.1 Relative Income at Different Birth Cohorts (SCF income data) 
The section present family income trends across successive birth cohorts. Unless otherwise 
noted, all reported incomes are in 2013 price-adjusted dollars and expressed as per capita values. 
Except showing major elderly group in the graphs, I also show numbers in tables for overall 
sample by age group of family head.  
 
 
1989 1992 1995 1998 2001 2004 2007 2010 2013
By Age of Head
25-34 45.3 45.0 46.6 46.4 51.3 50.7 52.0 45.8 43.6
35-44 66.0 58.3 57.5 61.9 67.5 62.1 63.5 57.7 60.9
45-54 69.8 68.3 60.6 72.5 72.6 76.0 71.6 65.4 60.9
55-64 47.1 48.3 51.3 55.1 59.4 67.1 61.2 58.8 54.8
65-74 30.2 28.3 29.5 34.8 36.5 41.2 43.9 45.8 45.7
75+ 24.5 21.7 24.8 23.2 29.7 29.1 25.6 30.5 28.4
Fig-Table 5-1: Median Family Income for Family with Income (before-tax)
(in '000 & 2013 dollars)
Source: Survey of Consumer Finances.
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Figure 5-1 presents median family income for those with income. Real median income for 
families with a head ages 65-74 rose from $30,200 in 1989 to $45,700 in 2013, increase by more 
than 50 percent. The other two older age groups in Figure 5-1—those aged 55–64 and 75 and 
over—also enjoyed substantial absolute and relative increases in income. In contrast, the median 
income for family with a head ages 45-54, actually fell from $69,800 in 1989 to $60,900 in 2013. 
Same real family income decline occurred to another younger family head group (25-34 and 
35-44) between in 1989 and in 2013. However, for ages 65-74, for better or for worse, their 
family income has shown constantly increase.  
 
 
1989 1992 1995 1998 2001 2004 2007 2010 2013
By Age of Head
25-34 56.5 55.1 53.0 59.2 65.8 64.2 68.0 59.1 56.5
35-44 89.8 75.8 74.1 85.7 101.2 91.1 93.9 86.7 101.9
45-54 109.2 92.1 100.5 99.5 127.8 116.3 126.1 109.3 103.7
55-64 86.2 80.7 82.0 102.2 117.5 123.1 124.6 113.1 109.4
65-74 64.7 47.1 57.0 66.5 75.6 73.7 103.4 81.0 97.7
75+ 46.2 37.9 40.2 41.4 48.2 50.4 51.4 49.1 50.7
Source: Survey of Consumer Finances.
Fig-Table 5-2: Mean Family Income for Family with Income (before-tax)
(in '000 & 2013 dollars)
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Figure 5-2 shows mean value of family income. For each of the older group (55-64, 65-74. 
75+), mean family income was roughly 50 percent higher in 2013 than for family of same age in 
1989. Compared with income trend pattern in Figure 5-1, the median income shows less 
variation within age group and less diversion between age group. For same age group at different 
era, the constantly increase of family income in scope and in magnitude has narrowed the 
differences between working adults and relative younger retirees who are in the age group of 
65-74.  
5.3.2 Rapid Wealth Accumulation Through Capital Gains 
Fueled by skyrocketing capital gains in the stock market, the aggregate market value of 
equities got boosted enormously. Some scholars compare the 1990s with a rather long term from 
1950s to 1990s. They found that the 1990s was a remarkable decade in terms of saving and 
wealth accumulation (Gale and Pence, 2006). Nonetheless, the accumulation of the wealth 
through capital gains is an ongoing event. The widespread diffusion of stock ownership through 
mutual funds or participation in defined contribution pension plans (typically 401k) did not only 
happen in 1990s. It has gone on. Some argue that one of the key elements of the increase of 
wealth accumulation for the elderly is their substantial increase in defined contribution 
participation. Although the stock market encounters fluctuation and had been in the middle of 
recent severe recession, the overall trend is up.  
Figure 5-3 shows net worth changes for different age group from 1989 to 2013. Before 2004, 
the on-the-rise net worth occurred for every age group except in 1998 there was small wealth 
decline for age 25-34 and the age group 55-64 showed flat development of wealth between 1995 
and 1998. All group reached at high point of median net worth either in 2004 or in 2007. After 
financial collapsed and the Great Recession followed, all age groups suffered a reduction of net 
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worth significantly. The latest data of the SCF in 2013 showed an on-going but rather flat decline 
of net worth except the age group 65-74 displaying an upward tendency. Generally, the SCF data 
show clear gains of wealth across the middle group and at the top. The very high and very low 
groups are always going together consistently, but the diffusion of the large middle group is also 
pronouncing. I will examine the unequal nature in the next chapter. 
 
 
Figure 5-4 presents mean net worth by age group. All age group had experienced wealth 
loss in recent years and no group has returned to their original high level of wealth yet. Overall, 
1989 1992 1995 1998 2001 2004 2007 2010 2013
By Age of Head
25-34 18.5 22.6 27.8 22.2 25.1 28.2 23.0 13.7 14.3
35-44 102.2 72.6 79.1 90.8 103.1 85.6 99.5 45.4 47.1
45-54 177.3 127.2 140.7 151.0 176.4 178.9 207.7 125.5 105.3
55-64 177.4 184.9 175.3 182.8 243.3 310.8 284.9 191.5 165.7
65-74 140.3 160.4 168.4 209.4 233.8 234.5 268.8 221.5 232.1
75+ 131.1 141.2 141.2 179.8 205.3 201.1 239.4 232.5 195.0
Fig-Table 5-3: Median Net Worth for Family with Wealth by Age of Head
(in '000 & 2013 dollars)
Source: Survey of Consumer Finances.
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when median amount of wealth shows the gains of aged 55-64 standing out, mean net worth in 
contrast display the amazingly accumulated wealth by aged 65-74. The extraordinary wealth 
accumulation approaching old age is a phenomenon rarely seen in the early era of twentieth 
century. The “old” impression that old age persons are most vulnerable seems to be a bygone 
experience. Should the policies implement several decades ago and were based on an assessment 
then change accordingly?  
 
 
1989 1992 1995 1998 2001 2004 2007 2010 2013
By Age of Head
25-34 107.6 85.9 77.4 114.6 128.1 109.6 141.7 83.3 94.2
35-44 268.5 216.6 218.7 280.7 341.4 369.8 366.7 232.1 347.5
45-54 509.7 437.0 456.4 519.7 646.1 671.1 743.8 611.0 526.0
55-64 557.0 551.4 580.9 762.7 967.7 1044.8 1051.3 941.9 795.4
65-74 528.1 468.2 531.5 667.3 888.6 853.3 1137.8 902.9 1047.3
75+ 436.5 348.1 394.7 443.7 614.8 648.9 717.7 705.4 611.4
Source: Survey of Consumer Finances.
Fig-Table 5-4: Mean Net Worth for Family with Wealth by Age of Head
(in '000 & 2013 dollars)
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5.3.3 Trends in Retirement Wealth 
The SCF data for those with particular components of wealth, such as retirement assets, 
home equity or other real assets, show patterns that are similar to those in the aggregate net 
worth data. Nonetheless, the pattern is somewhat noisier, given that not all families hold all types 
of assets: some own their home but hold no financial wealth, whereas others have pension wealth 
but do not own a home, and so on. We can see the noise “visually” while the long-term graphs 
by age group have the line cross each other or entangled along the way. However, for each 
component of wealth, average possession was higher in 2013 than in 1989 for older birth cohort. 
 
Fig-Table 5-5 shows percent families with retirement accounts. The retirement accounts 
include tax-deferred retirement accounts (such as IRAs or Keogh accounts), some 
employer-sponsored accounts consisting of 401(k) or 403(b), and thrift savings accounts from 
current or past jobs; other current job plans from which loans or withdrawals can be made; and 
accounts from past jobs from which the family expects to receive the account balance in the 
future. Except two very older age groups display consistent increase for retirement account 
participation, younger age groups are likely to take ins-and-outs approach. 
 
1989 1992 1995 1998 2001 2004 2007 2010 2013
By Age of Head
25-34 33 37 47 46 52 47 48 47 46
35-44 50 50 55 60 62 56 58 52 55
45-54 52 52 57 59 64 58 65 60 57
55-64 47 53 51 58 60 64 61 60 59
65-74 30 35 37 46 45 43 52 49 48
75+ 6 6 16 17 28 29 30 33 29
Fig-Table 5-5: Percent Families with Retirement Accounts By Age of Head





As for retirement wealth, Figure 5-6 demonstrates median value of retirement account for 
those with pensions. It was $104,000 in 2013 for ages 55–64, $149,000 for ages 65–74, and 
$69,600 for ages 75–84. Nevertheless, mean value of retirement accounts (not shown here in 
table) for these three older groups were $285,000, $443,000 and $237,600 in 2013, respectively. 
After financial collapse in 2008, the pension wealth for older age groups (65-74, and 75+) kept 
increasing are most amazing. It shows not only the retirement accounts play an important role to 
1989 1992 1995 1998 2001 2004 2007 2010 2013
By Age of Head
25-34 7.2 8.0 10.6 11.4 10.2 14.8 13.5 13.9 13.5
35-44 18.1 14.8 22.2 28.6 37.6 34.5 41.5 33.2 42.7
45-54 30.7 45.5 42.5 50.0 63.0 68.4 70.7 64.3 87.0
55-64 43.4 48.7 48.6 67.2 72.2 102.4 112.3 107.2 104.0
65-74 27.1 32.5 44.0 54.3 78.8 98.7 86.5 107.2 149.0
75+ 28.9 45.0 35.7 42.9 63.0 37.0 39.3 57.9 69.0
Source: Survey of Consumer Finances.
Fig-Table 5-6: Median Retirement Accounts for Family with  Retirement
Accounts (in '000 & 2013 dollars)
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mitigate the severe financial blow but at the same time offer possible wealth growth when bad 
time is gone.    
5.3.4 Housing Wealth of the Elderly 
Fig-Table 5-7, it shows the groups of ages 65-74 and 75 and older are those with higher 
percentage of primary residence—86 percent vs. 80 percent in 2013. These two elderly age 
groups are also the most likely to own primary home. To the contrary, the younger age group 
(ages 25-34) is the less likely to settle down residence possession. Among family head ages 
24-34, less than half own a home. Besides, the decrease of acquiring primary residence after the 
Great Recession for this age group is substantial.  
 
Median home equity of families (see Figure 5-8) for ages 65–74 rose from $99,400 in 1989 
to $175,700 in 2013. In contrast, families in age 45–54 group had the home equity ($153,600) 
much above the age 65–74 group in 1989, but by 2013 the home equity of families in this age 
group had not advanced beyond as much as the 65-74 group did in 2013. Housing wealth 
accounts for a quarter share of wealth for the elderly families in 2013 (see Table 5-10). With debt 
share of the wealth is the lowest among all age group, hence, the housing wealth for the elderly is 
solid since most of them have paid down the mortgages. 
1989 1992 1995 1998 2001 2004 2007 2010 2013
By Age of Head
25-34 46.4 41.8 43.2 45.7 48.4 50.0 50.1 44.8 42.5
35-44 66.1 64.5 64.7 67.1 67.8 68.3 66.1 63.8 61.7
45-54 76.4 75.5 75.3 74.4 76.3 77.3 77.3 75.2 69.1
55-64 80.1 77.5 82.0 80.3 83.2 79.1 81.0 78.1 74.2
65-74 77.8 79.3 79.5 81.5 82.5 81.3 85.5 82.6 85.8
75+ 69.9 77.2 72.8 77.0 76.2 85.2 77.0 81.9 80.2
Fig-Table 5-7: Percent Families with Primary Residence





5.4 Concluding Remarks 
Several aspects of the wealth trends are worth noting.53 First, given the well-known trend 
toward greater income inequality over the sample period, the SCF data do not simply show that 
wealthy age group became wealthier. The subtle difference will be tackled in chapter 6. Second, 
                                                      
53  In addition, I further compare changes in wealth, retirement wealth and home equity by different 
demographic characteristics of the elderly. Analyzing results are left in the Appendix. See Appendix Table 
A5-1, Table A5-2, and Table A5-3.   
1989 1992 1995 1998 2001 2004 2007 2010 2013
By Age of Head
25-34 112.1 113.7 124.5 121.5 127.4 168.9 213.3 155.4 150.0
35-44 144.6 146.2 144.2 144.4 164.2 197.3 230.2 182.2 175.0
45-54 153.6 146.2 151.8 171.5 177.3 209.6 258.2 212.2 180.0
55-64 135.6 138.1 132.1 157.2 170.7 246.6 235.8 198.3 185.0
65-74 99.4 112.1 129.0 135.8 169.4 185.0 224.6 176.8 175.0
75+ 99.4 113.7 121.4 121.5 147.1 154.1 168.4 160.8 145.0
Source: Survey of Consumer Finances.
Fig-Table 5-8: Median Value of Primary Residence for Family with Own
Home (in '000 & 2013 dollars)
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the results do not show that, within each age group, the rich got richer. Third, the results show 
increases in all forms of wealth and increases in overall wealth across the entire wealth 
distribution for older families. This suggests that the determinants might be more than just 
capital gains or the spread of 401(k) plans, because both of these are distributed quite unequally 
across the wealth distribution. Finally, it is worth remarking that the wealth documented here 
does indeed look like trends that have occurred over time, rather than simply two isolated sets of 




Poverty and Inequality of the Elderly 
In the previous chapter, we saw that the increasing trend in wealth among the older population is 
phenomenal. Median wealth rises with age mostly peaking at age 55-64 and sometimes peaking 
at age 65-74 but falls afterwards since at older old ages (particularly after full retirement) retirees 
are more likely to withdraw income from their savings or pension plans to finance consumption. 
Generally, relative to the nonelderly, the elderly are better off. The upward trend in the economic 
status of the elderly shows why the poverty differential between the aged and non-aged has been 
narrowing and the poverty rate of the aged as a whole is lower than that of the non-aged. 
Nevertheless, the elderly are not a homogeneous population. There are some elderly groups with 
characteristics associated with low income who are among the poorest in the U.S. This chapter 
tries to zoom in and focus on the disadvantaged group of the elderly.  
6.1 Poverty Analysis for the Elderly  
The measurement of poverty, particularly the poverty of the elderly has been subjected to 
considerable controversy. The official Census definition relies on money income only has been 
criticized.54 Should one use measures based on gross income, or based on disposable income 
after taxes and transfers? If the latter, should the measure include in-kind transfers? Or should 
one use measures based on consumption rather than on income? Since medical expense of the 
elderly are typical greater than that of general population, should we consider health-inclusive 
                                                      
54  A person is considered to be living in poverty if his or her before-tax cash income is below a defined 
level of need or below poverty threshold. According to the official definition of poverty, it is based on 
money income and not including nonmonetary benefits, such as food stamps, public housing, Medicare 
and Medicaid. The poverty rate in 2013 for all people was 14.5 percent, decreasing from 15 percent in 
2012 but up from 12.5 percent in 2007. Nonetheless, the 2013 rate was still 7.9 percentage points lower 
than in 1959. The most recent increase in poverty reflects the worsening economic conditions since the 
onset of the economic recession in December 2007. 
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measure as the main one? Current official measure of the poverty rate is based on money income 
excluding capital gains before taxes. For the elderly population in particular, when they retire, 
sources of money income take a sudden drop even through Social Security receipt is included. 
Most elderly persons maintain their living standard through savings, retirement accounts, or 
other investment which they can drawdown. Sticking to official measure ignores certain types of 
old aged people who may be categorized as—"income poor but consumption rich", "income poor 
but medical spending rich", or "income poor but assets rich." These sorts of mixture are common 
among the elderly. However, they might be treated as living under poverty if sources of their 
money income do not take much broader definition.55 
From 1979 until 2003, the Census Bureau published alternative poverty measures that 
added to a family’s resources either the “fungible value” or “market value” of Medicaid. 
“Fungible value” is equal to the value of coverage of a market-rate premium for Medicaid, but 
only for households with incomes above a threshold level of “basic food and housing 
requirements.”56 Another alternative approach uses a market-based value of insurance for 
                                                      
55  Some studies using Consumer Expenditure Survey (CEX) show that the “income poor” elderly on 
average consume much more than their income that means using money income to measure the poverty 
status of the elderly would be out of reach. Fisher et al. (2009) conclude that the poverty rate could be cut 
in fourth if both income and consumption are used to define poverty. Meyer and Sullivan (2010) find the 
sharp differences in income poverty by age have narrowed over time, and for consumption-based poverty 
they narrow further. They also find differences in income poverty by gender continue, but have almost 
disappeared for consumption poverty. Based on the findings, they conclude that in analyzing poverty 
trends, “demographics (other than education) do not play a large role in explaining the patterns, nor do 
taxes and in-kind transfers, but changes in social security benefits play a large role.” Charles and 
colleagues (2006) and Hurd and Rohwedder (2006) also examine the joint distribution of income and 
consumption and find that few individuals are below the poverty threshold using joint measures. 
56  The fungible approach for valuing medical coverage assigns income to the extent that having the 
insurance would free up resources that would have been spent on medical care. The estimated fungible 
value depends on family income, the cost of food and housing needs, and the market value of the medical 
benefits. If family income is not sufficient to cover the family’s basic food and housing requirements, the 
fungible value methodology treats Medicare and Medicaid as having no income value. If family income 
exceeds the cost of food and housing requirements, the fungible value of Medicare and Medicaid is equal 
to the amount which exceeds the value assigned for food and housing requirements (up to the amount of 
the market value of an equivalent insurance policy; i.e., total cost divided by the number of participants in 
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everyone with Medicaid, regardless of how much their income is. Both approaches have 
significant limitations, particularly for the low-income population in Medicaid. Fungible value 
underestimates the value of coverage to extremely low-income households, say households with 
zero income. On the other hand, market value combines premiums with overall out-of-pocket 
medical spending, which may be higher or lower than comparable private market premiums. 
Thus, by definition, the fungible value of Medicaid has little impact on poverty, while the market 
value approach substantially reduces the measure poverty even for those with very little cash 
income or health care utilization. 
The issue of poverty measure has been debated for decades. In 1995, the National Academy 
of Sciences (NAS) established the Panel on Poverty and Family Assistance and released a 
report—Measuring Poverty: A New Approach (Citro and Michael, 1995). In the report, the NAS 
panel identified several major weaknesses of the current poverty estimate. Major criticism of the 
official poverty measure (OPM) includes that the OPM fails to account for noncash benefits 
from government, taxes, medical out-of-pocket (MOOP) expenditure and work-related 
expense. The report also argued that the official thresholds based on necessary food 
expense were out of date and failed to adjust for cost of living at different geographic 
area. They thus recommended that, in order to improve the poverty measure, it needed to 
change the definition of both the poverty thresholds and family resources. One of the goals of the 
NAS panel tried to achieve was to figure out the effects of specific government policies on 
various targeted subgroups since the official measure does not explicitly examines the 
relationship between government benefits and poverty status. It took another 15 years to nail 
down a new measure based on an array of cash and noncash resources—called the Supplemental 
Poverty Measure (SPM).  
                                                                                                                                                                              
each risk class). 
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In March of 2010, an Interagency Technical Working Group (ITWG) made a list of 
suggestions as to how the new measure should be conducted. Census Bureau followed the 
ITWG’s guideline and in the 2011 CPS/ASEC, a set of new variables are collected, including 
MOOP spending and family payments for health insurance premiums, and so on. The Census 
Bureau then constructs the SPM resources by subtracting out-of-pocket medical expenses 
(including premiums), taxes and work-related expense (including transportation costs for getting 
to work or the cost of childcare for working families) from family money income, while adding 
in tax credit and in-kind transfer programs (such as food stamps and housing subsidies, but 
excluding Medicaid). The SPM thresholds are changed based on a broader basic needs 
including food, clothing, shelter, and utilities (or FCSU) and recent annually updated 
expenditure data.57 The SPM thresholds are also adjusted for geographic differences in 
the cost of living. The Census Bureau then produced the SPM statistical numbers releasing 
them along with the official poverty measure each year. 
Table 6-1 lists items that are included in the poverty analysis and summarizes different 
sources using in the poverty estimate of the official definition of CPS, the SPM, and the SCF. 
Measurement units are varied while using these data. The official poverty definition uses the 
census-defined family that includes all individuals living together who are related by birth, 
marriage, or adoption and treats all unrelated individuals over age 15 independently. For the 
SPM, the “family unit” includes all related individuals who live at the same address, as well as 
any co-resident unrelated children who are cared for by the family (such as foster children), and 
any co-habitors and their children, while independent unrelated individuals living alone are in 
one-person SPM units. As for the SCF, it collects information based on the “primary economic 
unit” (PEU), which more closely represents the idea of a family (the economically dominant 
                                                      
57  Expenditure data are revised based on five-year moving average of expenses on FCSU.  
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individual/couple and related dependents) not a household, even though most of the time, the 
PEU and the household are identical, particularly when it comes to the elderly family. 
 
Elderly Poverty Under Different Measures  
In this section, I will concentrate on how different data and its construction of sources of 









Workers’ compensation Workers’ compensation
Social security Social security
Survivor benefits Survivor benefits












- Rents,trusts, royalties, and
estates








(1) Taxes (plus tax credits
such as EITC); (2) Expenses
related to work; (3) Child
care expenses; (4) Medical
Out-of-Pocket expenses
(MOOP); (5) Child support
paid
(CPS) Money income from all
sources
SCF Income
Table 6-1: Sources of Income in CPS Data for Two Poverty Measures (OPM and SPM)
Compared With Using the SCF Data
CPS Income
noncash benefits that families




(SNAP) ; (2) National
School Lunch Program; (3)
Supplementary Nutrition
Program for Women Infants
and Children (WIC); (4)






the elderly and calculate their poverty rates using three data sets based on sources listed in Table 
6-1. Then I will assess how other studies view the validity of this “new” SPM since it shows the 
poverty rate of the elderly higher than usual estimate.     
Looking at the poverty trend under official definition, the elderly poverty rates have gone 
through a long-term decline since 1959. The 2013 poverty rate for the elderly was 9.5 percent, 
while in 1959 (the first year for which poverty estimates are available, see Appendix Table A6-1), 
the poverty rate was 35 percent. It had decreased sharply to below 15 percent into the late 1970s 
then kept slowly decreasing until reaching below 10 percent in 1994. After 2000, the poverty 
rates of the elderly have been lower than that of working-age adults (those who age 18-64). In 
the most recent two decades, even during Great Recession, the poverty rate of the elderly 
remained around 10 percent level. Several factors work together to contribute to a substantial 
long-term decline for elderly persons out of poverty: the improvement in the real income level, 
retirement income from social security and some other government transfers such as 
Supplemental Security Income (SSI) or survivor’s benefits, and overall increase of wealth. On 
the contrary, after 1960s, for children and working age population, there was no clear poverty 
trend, either up or down. Their official rates rose in the wake of recessions and fell during 
recoveries. It seemed that only the elderly poverty rate was unaffected by the business cycle 
partly due to less dependent on employment.  
Table 6-2 displays the results of poverty status using traditional CPS definition, the SPM 
method, and the SCF data. Since the SCF collects information based on the “primary economic 
unit (PEU)” in which excludes unrelated financially independent adults in the unit but offers 
number of persons and number of children under 18 in the PEU, therefore, I am able to use 
“traditional” poverty threshold based on the size of family unit to construct a set of dollar value 




Results in Table 6-2 show that, in 2013, the official poverty measure (OPM) for aged 65 and 
over is 9.5 percent; whereas under the SPM is 14.6 percent. Using the SCF data, the poverty rate 
of the elderly is 8.7 percent. The estimate of the OPM is not far from of the SCF because they are 
using same poverty threshold and only few items of the sources in both data differ, such as the 
SCF including realized capital gains and tax-exempt income but the CPS excluding them.58 It 
makes the sources of the SCF more than the CPS’s. Hence, the two-poverty measure—OPM vs 
                                                      












1989 2001 2013 2013 2013 2013
Total, aged 65 and older 11.4 10.1 9.5 14.6 8.3 8.7
Married Couples 5.8 4.8 5.1 10.8 5.6 3.2
Nonmarried Persons 17.5 15.9 14.7 20.5 12.6 14.0
Men 13.4 12.5 10.3 16.2 9.7 11.7
 Women 18.7 17.0 16.5 22.3 13.7 14.8
By marital status and education
Married Couples
High school or less 7.1 6.2 6.7 14.4 7.7 5.1
College grad. or more  2.2 3.2 3.3 6.8 3.7 2.1
Nonmarried Persons
High school or less 19.7 19.0 18.5 25.1 15.3 19.6
College grad. or more  6.5 6.7 9.1 14.4 9.1 8.3
Table 6-2: Different Poverty Measures by Marital Status, Sex and Education, Units
Aged 65 or Older
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, CPS March Supplement 1990, 2002 and Annual Social and Economic
Supplement (ASEC), 2008, 2011 and 2014.
By marital status and sex
Official Poverty
Measure (OPM)




SCF—is close but the SCF should be lower than the OPM due to more resources involved. 
Bridges and Gesumaria (2013) state that the SPM for the aged will be always higher than 
the OPM due mostly to the different treatment of medical-out-of-pocket (MOOP) expenses from 
the sources when the SPM subtracts MOOP expenditures from family income,59 while the OPM 
does not. I make all the adjustments for the SPM except subtracting MOOP expenses from it, the 
partially adjusted SPM falls slightly below the OPM (at 8.3%, see column 5 in Table 6-2). This 
result implies MOOP spending is substantial and sensitive to the estimate of poverty status, 
particularly, when it comes to the elderly poverty.  
Table 6-3 further examined the poverty rates by demographic characteristics using both 
estimate of OPM and of the SPM. The results have shown that whites are better off than 
nonwhites, the younger elderly are doing better than the older elderly, married couples are better 
off than non-married singles, and non-married men on average always do better than 
non-married women. From cross tabulation analysis by age group and marital status, we learned 
that the married couple family tends to spend more MOOP expenses than the non-married 
persons, since the poverty rate of the SPM after adding back the MOOP expenditure is greater 
the OPM, a result revealing that the average MOOP spending of married couple is larger than 
non-married singles. 
                                                      
59  MOOP is the item more relevant to the elderly compared with any other “new added and subtracted 










1989 2001 2013 2013 2013
By race
White alone 10.3 9.3 8.2 13.6 7.0
White men 6.0 5.0 4.9 9.8 4.6
White women 15.2 14.4 13.0 19.2 10.3
Black alone 32.3 23.1 18.8 23.8 16.3
Black men 22.1 14.9 12.1 18.3 11.1
Black women 41.3 30.1 24.5 28.5 20.8
Asian alone * 11.5 12.9 21.5 16.8
Asian men * * 12.8 21.2 16.6
Asian women * * * * *
Hispanic 21.7 22.2 20.8 29.5 22.5
Hispanic men 19.7 17.4 14.0 26.6 19.0
Hispaninc women 24.3 27.4 28.5 33.0 26.4
65-69
Married Couples 4.8 5.6 5.0 8.8 5.5
Nonmarried Persons 14.9 16.7 13.8 18.1 11.6
Men 11.3 11.7 10.9 15.7 9.7
Women 16.4 18.8 15.5 19.4 12.8
70-74
Married Couples 5.0 3.7 4.5 10.6 4.8
Nonmarried Persons 15.2 16.1 13.3 17.8 10.6
Men 14.9 14.4 11.9 16.2 10.7
Women 15.3 16.8 14.0 18.5 10.5
75-79
Married Couples 8.2 4.6 5.6 12.8 6.6
Nonmarried Persons 18.5 16.3 17.1 21.6 13.7
Men 11.8 12.4 11.6 17.5 9.8
Women 20.2 17.5 19.1 23.1 15.0
80 and over
Married Couples 7.7 5.2 5.7 13.3 6.1
Nonmarried Persons 20.7 14.9 14.9 23.4 13.9
Men 15.6 11.8 7.5 16.0 8.9
Women 22.1 15.8 12.7 25.8 15.5
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, CPS March Supplement 1990, 2002 and Annual
Social and Economic Supplement (ASEC), 2008, 2011 and 2014.
Table 6-3: Two Poverty Measure by Race, Sex, Age Group and
Marital Status, Units Aged 65 or Older
1) See Table 6-1 for detailed items in family resources.
Official poverty
measure
* not shown for sample size less than 345.
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Korenman and Remler (2013) argue that the SPM by subtracting uncapped MOOP expenses 
worsen the poverty measure and excluding assets in the measure creates still more bias since 
assets fund MOOP spending. They emphasize that, without capping out the appropriate amount 
of MOOP expenditures, the SPM estimate seems to take a step backward. As we have the 
impression from the previous chapter that the income of the elderly along with their assets and 
overall wealth are trending up, how could the new measure of the SPM bring a quite substantial 
number of the elderly to the other direction and regroup them as under poverty?  
It is possible that some with very high levels of wealth instead have low earnings. These 
“wealthy” people can support their consumption by deriving income from assets. We can 
certainly expect that there are households through the OPM or the SPM estimate turning out 
below the poverty line but living comfortably off acquired assets as well as households living 
above the poverty line with considerable debt. Therefore, the most relevant poverty measurement 
of the elderly should consider how wealth (and transfers) influences their income reality. 
Generally speaking, a poverty measure that does not take account of the effect of wealth and 
transfers on the economic status of the elderly would be a flawed one.  
6.2 Wealth Inequality Among the Elderly 
6.2.1 Wealth in Reality 
    Contrary to some analysis from the Internal Revenue Service data indicating wealth gains 
are isolated to the top 1 percent, data from the SCF show that the top 5 percent of families have 
been enjoying large shares of the wealth in the population.60 Table 6-4 shows the share of total 
                                                      
60  Some studies have shown that the U.S. has been experiencing increasing inequality in its income and 
earning distribution (Piketty and Saez, 2003), one would expect that the distribution of wealth would 
follow a similar route. However, it seems not to be the case. As a matter of fact, when Piketty (2014) 
demonstrates direct estimates of wealth concentration for France, the U.K., Sweden, and the U.S. in 
chapter 10 of his book, he finds little evidence of impressive increase in wealth concentration in any of 
these countries.       
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wealth by different percentile groups. The top 1% has remained at about a 30 percent share of the 
total wealth among the elderly but the top 1% non-elderly have been increasing their share from 
29% in 1989 to 37% in 2013. The next top 4% (95-99%) has occupied about a quarter share of 
the total wealth—a substantial amount that makes the top 5% owns more than half total wealth in 
the U.S. 
 
80-90 90-95 95-99 Top 1%
Aged 65+
1989 100.0 4.7 15.6 79.6 12.4 13.0 24.8 29.5
1992 100.0 6.7 18.4 74.9 13.5 11.8 22.9 26.7
1995 100.0 6.1 16.8 77.0 12.0 11.2 20.7 33.1
1998 100.0 6.8 17.4 75.8 12.7 11.0 22.2 29.9
2001 100.0 5.5 17.0 77.5 13.4 11.5 22.6 30.0
2004 100.0 5.3 17.0 77.7 13.9 11.3 22.0 30.5
2007 100.0 5.1 14.7 80.1 11.1 11.2 27.7 30.1
2010 100.0 4.8 15.4 79.8 13.2 12.1 23.1 31.4
2013 100.0 4.5 13.3 82.2 11.9 12.1 26.7 31.6
Aged 18-64
1989 100.0 2.5 16.5 80.9 14.2 13.5 24.1 29.2
1992 100.0 2.6 15.7 81.8 13.0 12.5 24.9 31.3
1995 100.0 3.0 15.5 81.5 12.6 12.3 21.6 35.0
1998 100.0 2.2 14.6 83.2 12.9 11.3 23.6 35.4
2001 100.0 2.2 13.9 83.9 12.7 12.3 25.7 33.2
2004 100.0 2.0 13.6 84.4 13.3 12.0 24.9 34.2
2007 100.0 1.9 13.8 84.2 12.3 11.1 26.2 34.6
2010 100.0 0.4 10.5 89.0 11.7 13.7 28.6 35.1
2013 100.0 0.2 10.9 88.9 12.3 12.3 27.4 36.9
Percentage Share of Total Wealth
Table 6-4: The Size Distribution of Wealth By the Elderly and the Non-
elderly







Sum up to top 20%
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At the 90 to 95 in percentile, an additional 10 percent plus share of the total wealth is 
distributed. The next resemble to the same share amount like at percentile 90 to 95 is percentile 
80 to 90. These four groups (80-90, 90-95, 95-99, and top 1%) summing up to the top 20% have 
varied 75% to 82% share of the total wealth among the elderly from 1989 to 2013. As for the 
non-elderly, the top 20% share is larger than any the elderly, ranging from 81% to 89% share of 
the total wealth. This kind of concentration is striking. No wonder while investigating the wealth 
dynamics in the population, the bottom 50% are mostly neglected (Kennickell, 2012).       
As to the degree of inequality, the wealth of the elderly is substantially higher than the 
nonelderly. Nevertheless, inequality in the measure of income published by the Census Bureau is 
virtually identical among the elderly and the nonelderly. The main factor behind this 
wealth-income discrepancy is that there is greater magnitude and concentration of asset income 
than other money income between the elderly and the nonelderly.  
From wealth ratio comparison, Table 6-5 demonstrates that the wealth ratio between the 
80-90 in percentile and the bottom half didn’t change much before and after the Great Recession 
(12.5 in 2007 and 15.0 in 2010) for elderly family, but declined substantially among the 
non-elderly family (from 59.8 to 83.0). In the recovery period, as the SCF survey in 2010 and 
2013 shown, the divergence became great for the non-elderly—the wealth ratio reaching at 100.0, 
significantly larger than the wealth ratio among the elderly. Compared further with the p95-99 to 
p50-58 also shows greater divide among the non-elderly: in 2013, the wealth ratio at this level is 
14 for the elderly but 18.5 for the non-elderly. However, no matter at which percentile level, the 
median wealth of the elderly is always higher than the non-elderly—a trend we have already 




6.2.2 Who Are the Wealth Poor Elderly?  
From Table 6-4, we got the idea that there are substantial numbers of people who are among 
the wealth poor group, if we define the wealth poor as those who are with zero or negative net 
worth. A negative net worth occurs when the value of debt exceeds the value of assets. In Table 
6-6, we learn that there are 4.3% among the elderly and 15.6% among the non-elderly who are 
either with negative net worth or zero net worth. Some of them do hold financial assets, such as 
Bottom
50%






1989 38 231 589 1,301 2,469 9,965 15.5 10.7
1992 52 247 569 929 2,142 6,537 10.9 8.7
1995 47 256 542 1,012 1,978 9,334 11.5 7.7
1998 76 303 692 1,238 2,645 10,474 9.1 8.7
2001 78 401 990 1,674 3,769 14,930 12.7 9.4
2004 67 395 1,048 1,633 3,244 13,916 15.6 8.2
2007 82 419 1,027 2,067 5,455 15,527 12.5 13.0
2010 69 380 1,033 1,943 4,408 17,158 15.0 11.6
2013 69 336 973 2,005 4,717 15,380 14.1 14.0
Aged 18-64  
1989 7 158 405 793 1,622 5,274 57.9 10.3
1992 8 132 335 651 1,499 5,562 41.9 11.4
1995 11 135 339 688 1,328 5,640 30.8 9.8
1998 9 160 458 791 1,770 8,281 50.9 11.1
2001 12 193 574 1,113 2,327 11,374 47.8 12.1
2004 12 199 650 1,174 2,544 11,427 54.2 12.8
2007 11 237 658 1,177 2,976 12,596 59.8 12.6
2010 6 141 498 1,180 2,692 10,346 83.0 19.1
2013 5 137 500 1,017 2,533 9,873 100.0 18.5
Median Wealth Within Percentile Group
(in '000 and in 2013 dollars)
Table 6-5: Median Wealth by Percentile and by the Elderly and the Non-elderly




transaction accounts and retirement accounts. Other with nonfinancial assets mostly possesses a 
primary residence. However, the value of their total assets is small and their debt is usually 
bigger than their total assets, which turns out bearing the negative net worth.       
 
If about 4.3% older Americans are wealth poor, the next question to ask is, “who are they?” 
Table 6-7 compares the characteristics of wealth poor elderly with the rest of the elderly who are 
either between non-zero positive wealth and at 80 percentile wealth level, or at the top 20% 
Median Mean Median Mean
% with negative net worth 3.4 14.1
% with zero new wroth 0.9 1.5
Total financial assets 72.5 155 3,588 80.0 1,000 5,874
Transaction accounts 70.6 130 1,026 78.1 460 1,890
CDs and savings bonds 0.0 0 0 6.6 0 170
Stocks and bonds 1.9 0 9 2.3 0 202
Mutual funds 1.9 0 278 1.7 0 66
Retirement accounts 2.4 0 1,028 26.8 0 3,181
Annuities and trusts 1.9 0 891 0.3 0 1
Other 13.2 0 153 12.0 0 140
Total nonfinancial assets 47.9 0 45,913 69.1 7,100 46,111
Primary residence 26.0 0 40069 24.2 0 32,701
Other property 0.0 0 0 4.4 0 3,029
Business equity 0.0 0 0 4.9 0 1,193
Other 47.9 0 0 67.5 0 500
Total Assets 74.8 2,960 49,501 84.9 10,220 51,985
Total debt 79.9 8,000 69,025 90.8 30,100 81,279
Net worth * 100.0 -3,800 -19,524 100.0 -11,380 -29,294
Ages 65+ Ages 18-64
Table 6-6: Percent Holding Assets and Median Value of Assets among Those With Negative or
Zero Net Worth, SCF 2013
Source:  Survey of Consumer Finance, 2013.
* For those with negative and zero wealth all included is 100%. In this tables, sample size for ages 18-64








wealth level. These three groups show many distinctive differences among their characteristics. 
For those with negative and zero wealth, they tend to be older, less educated, more minority 
among black and Hispanic, more divorced or never married, and single without child around. 
Close to ninety percent of this elderly group are retired or not working. Only 26 percent reports 
having residency ownership.  
As for the top 20% elderly, the age composition is relatively younger—41% are at ages 
65-69, 72% with college degree or more education, 95% of them are whites, non-Hispanic. They 
are three times likely to be married compared with those with negative or zero wealth (75.2% vs 
25.5%). Their family structure tends to be two elderly people living together and seldom living 
with children. 41% are still working: either work for someone else or self-employed. For those 
who still working, they are most likely in the managerial or professional occupation. Not 
surprisingly, 98 percent of this group own home.  
The middle group—from non-zero wealth to the wealth at 80 percentile—has most 
characteristics in between, except the age distribution shows 80 years of age and older is around 
30 percent, whereas other two groups only have 19%. This group has more high school graduate 
(43.3%) and this might be the main reason that they are not currently working much (83% retired 
or not working) due in part to their lower educational level. However, their home ownership is 












Age of head (years)
65-69 30.8 29.1 40.6
70-74 20.0 22.0 28.0
75-79 30.2 20.0 12.3
80-84 6.6 15.7 9.6
85+ 12.4 13.2 9.5
Education of head
High school dropout 26.6 18.5 1.6
High school grad. 33.7 43.3 13.7
Some college 13.5 17.7 13.1
College or more 26.2 20.6 71.6
Race or ethnicity 
White, non-Hispanic 49.5 79.3 95.0
Black 30.9 12.8 1.4
Hispanic 17.3 5.3 0.8
Asian 2.3 2.7 2.9
Marital Status of head
Married/with partner 25.5 43.4 75.2
Divorced 27.7 17.0 6.2
Widowed 34.2 34.9 14.0
Never married 12.6 4.7 4.6
Family structure
Single with child(ren) 14.0 8.9 1.8
Single no child 60.5 47.7 22.9
Couple with child(ren) 8.8 6.8 6.0
Couple no child 16.7 36.6 69.2
Current work status of head
Working for someone else 6.6 13.5 20.7
Self-employed 5.8 3.4 20.2
Retired or not working 87.6 83.0 59.2
Current occupation of head
Managerial or professional 4.4 5.4 30.7
Technical, sales, or services 2.6 7.3 6.7
Other occupation 5.5 4.2 3.6
Retired or not working 87.6 83.0 59.2
Housing status
Owner 26.0 82.5 98.2
Renter or other 74.0 17.5 1.8
Net Worth Distribution
Table 6-7: Characteristics of Those with Wealth at Negative to Zero
level, at 0-80 or 80-100 Percentile level, Aged 65 and Older in SCF
2013
Source:  Survey of Consumer Finance, 2013.
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As some studies have shown housing quality and ownership have increased sharply over time for 
those at the bottom of the income and consumption distributions. To what extent have the assets 
holdings shifted in the wealth distribution over the period from 1989 to 2013 and how the 




Chapter 7  
The Impact of Great Recession on Income and Wealth 
of the Elderly 
Although most people experienced major declines in wealth as a result of the adverse effects of 
the Great Recession, armed with Social Security and pension plans, the income of the elderly on 
average was not hard hit as the non-elderly. The Great Recession is related to the U.S. subprime 
mortgage crisis and financial crisis of 2007 to 2008. According to the U.S. National Bureau of 
Economic Research, the recession began in December 2007 and ended in June 2009, extended 
over 19 months. Figure 7-1 presents median income calculated from Current Population Survey 
(CPS) March Supplement separating non-elderly working age adults from the elderly and by sex 
from 1979 to 2013. There had been a few waves of recession since 1980. For working adult 
population, they usually underwent income decline during recessions; whereas the elderly fared 
better during recession and recovered quicker if they had income decline. However, among 
working adults ages 25-64, women workers encountered less scope of the income decline 
compared with the working men. 
Table 7-1 using income data from the Survey of Consumer Finances (SCF) analyze the 
share of income components before and after the Great Recession for the elderly compared with 
non-elders. There is significant income-share shift when people reach at full retirement age and 
the older the retirees the more the weight of their income from Social Security benefits and 
pension plans. The reliance on Social Security and pension as income sources is more prevalent 
during bad time. For aged 65 to 74, the share of total family income is 40 percent over the 
recession period, and for aged 75 and older, the share is 66 percent. After recovery of the 
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On the contrary, with income source major from the wage and salary for the non-elderly, 
2007 2010 2013 2007 2010 2013 2007 2010 2013 2007 2010 2013 2007 2010 2013
Wage and salary 78.9 83.7 78.2 72.4 76.4 74.7 60.6 63.5 58.5 24.6 33.6 30.4 5.1 7.6 6.6
Business income 12.2 9.9 14.6 15.3 15.9 13.5 16.9 15.9 15.1 15.1 14.2 13.1 14.7 10.2 10.9
Interest and dividends 1.1 1.2 1.2 2.7 2.4 2.2 4.6 4.7 38.6 7.8 6.9 7.6 11.7 11.9 9.8
Realized capital gains 4.0 1.1 1.4 5.4 0.0 3.3 6.0 2.9 8.0 19.5 1.4 6.9 10.3 2.5 7.9
Social Secirity and
Pensions
1.3 1.0 1.1 1.8 2.4 3.1 9.2 9.6 10.7 31.3 40.3 37.6 52.5 65.6 62.6
Government transfers 2.5 3.7 3.1 1.4 2.9 3.2 2.0 3.0 3.5 1.0 1.9 3.5 0.8 1.5 1.1
Total family income * 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100
Source: Survey of Consumer Finance (SCF), 2007, 2010, 2013.
Table 7-1: Share of Components of Family Income by Age of Family Head, 2007-2013
75+65-74





not only the proportion of wage and salary to income declined during recession, but the total 
amount of wage and salary also reduced. Adjusted for inflation, family headed by 35 years age 
and younger, their median income in 2007 was $41,500, was $37,000 in 2010, and was $35,500 
in 2013. Even though the age group of 35-44, 45-54 and 55-64 all display an increase share of 
wage and salary to total income after the official recession ended in 2009,61 their reported 
amount of wage and salary had reduced substantially. Taking ages 45-54 as an example, their 
median wage and salary was $70,400 in 2007, but declined to $65,400 in 2010, and reduced 
further to $58,800 in 2013. The group of ages 55-64 has shown same pattern as 45-54, whereas 
35-44 in 2013 rebounded from $54,500 in 2010 to $58,800 in 2013.62  
In order to realize recent recovery for labor employment, I use American Community 
Survey to examine the “employment-to-population”. Table 7-2 shows the ratio by gender and age 
group from 2007 to 2013—a duration most relevant to the analysis of Survey of Consumer 
Finances in this dissertation. Generally, working age men experienced proportionally declined in 
employment to overall population, only rebounded slightly in 2013 but had not returned to the 
level in 2007 yet. Nevertheless, the employment-to-population ratio of working age women 
changed almost negligible has got back previous level. What making most interesting over this 
Great Recession is the changes in employment of the elderly: not only there was no significant 
decline in the ratio both for elderly men and elderly women during worse time but remained at 
the same employment level (for women, there was even a consistent small increase over time.) In 
most cases, opportunities for continuing employment in old age are affected by lifetime skill 
accumulation as well as by skill depreciation and health condition. Generally, the retirement 
                                                      
61  Based on the NBER's Business Cycle Dating Committee, The Great Recession “officially” began in December, 
2007 and ended in June, 2009. See: http://www.nber.org/cycles/cyclesmain.html.   
62  Not shown in table. 
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decision is influenced by market opportunities, preferences of work or leisure, and the 
availability of pensions and assets. 
 
7.1 Changes in Family Wealth During Recession: SCF 2007-2009 Panel Survey 63  
How did the recent Great Recession affect the wealth of the elderly and the composition of 
the wealth? According to Bricker et al. (2011), they found that, in some way, changes in wealth 
seem to stem from changes in asset values more so than changes in the composition of families’ 
portfolios or their outstanding debt.  
The SCF conducted a panel survey before the recession in 2007 and did a re-interview 
between July of 2009 and January of 2010. These data are particularly suited for investigating 
                                                      
63  The SCF is normally conducted at the FRB as a triennial cross-sectional survey, but it has an earlier 
history of the collection of panel data. The collection of wealth data began with the 1962 Survey of 
Financial Characteristics of Consumers and re-interviewed the earlier survey participants in 1963. In 1983, 
the current SCF series got started, and respondents to the 1983 survey were re-interviewed in 1986 and 
again in 1989. Until recent panel survey conducted between 2007 and 2009, no further SCF panel data 
had been collected.  
2007 2010 2013 2007 2010 2013
      
25-34 0.82 0.76 0.78 0.70 0.69 0.70
35-44 0.84 0.80 0.82 0.71 0.70 0.71
45-54 0.82 0.78 0.79 0.72 0.70 0.71
55-64 0.66 0.63 0.65 0.55 0.55 0.56
65+ 0.19 0.19 0.20 0.11 0.12 0.13
   
65-69 0.34 0.33 0.34 0.24 0.24 0.26
70-74 0.21 0.19 0.20 0.12 0.13 0.14
75-79 0.12 0.12 0.13 0.06 0.07 0.07
80+ 0.05 0.05 0.06 0.02 0.02 0.02
Source: American Community Survey, 2007, 2010, 2013.
Table 7-2: Employment to Population Ratio Before and After






the effect on changes in wealth and financial assets during recent recession. I consider the 
changes in receiving components of wealth for selected age groups and the role of stocks and 
bonds, housing, and business equity. I then examine the changes in the overall wealth 
distribution. During recent recession, how much value of the retirement accounts and how the 
account arranged or re-arranged by the elderly are in the interest. Table 7-3 displays the percent 
family with various financial assets and nonfinancial assets.  
 
People with retirement accounts are at the peak when ages 45-54. After full retirement at 
age 65 or older, they may withdraw retirement accounts and invest it in stocks/bonds market or 
convert it into a form of certificates of deposit (CDs) in financial institutions as in the Table 7-3 
shows that ages 75 or more do reduce their percent held of retirement accounts and increase the 
2007 2009 2007 2009 2007 2009 2007 2009 2007 2009 2007 2009 2007 2009
Total financial assets 94 95 90 91 94 92 94 96 98 97 96 98 98 96
Transaction accounts 93 92 88 89 92 90 93 94 97 95 95 95 95 94
CDs and savings bonds 27 26 20 17 22 22 29 29 31 31 30 31 40 39
Stocks and bonds 19 20 15 13 17 20 19 21 22 23 23 24 23 21
Mutual funds 12 11 6 5 12 10 13 13 14 15 14 12 15 13
Retirement accounts 56 56 45 48 59 61 68 68 64 63 53 52 31 30
Annuities and trusts 6 6 1 0 2 2 5 5 8 9 13 12 13 16
Other 30 32 22 25 25 25 30 34 41 40 39 41 32 39
Total nonfinancial assets 93 93 88 90 92 92 95 95 96 96 95 96 90 86
Primary residence 69 70 41 45 67 69 77 78 82 82 86 87 79 77
Other property 19 19 7 10 18 17 23 22 29 26 26 25 20 16
Business equity 14 14 8 9 18 17 17 18 19 18 11 10 6 4
Other 89 88 86 87 88 88 92 91 93 91 91 90 76 70
 
Total Assets 98 98 98 98 97 97 98 99 99 99 99 99 99 98
Total debt 80 78 85 85 87 88 88 87 83 78 69 62 36 35
Net worth 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100
All
By Age of Family Head 
1)
1)
 Panel survey 2007-2009 using age of family head in 2007.
Source: Panel Survey of Consumer Finance: 2007-2009.
Table 7-3: Percent Familiy with Assets in 2007 and 2009, by Age of Head
65-74 75 or more55-64<35 35-44 45-54
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percent held CDs. For this older elderly group, their holding of primary residence, other property 
or business equity are all decreasing compared to the younger retired group ages 65-74. Besides, 
their debt is the lowest among all other age groups.  
Adjusted for inflation to 2013 dollars, Table 7-4 demonstrates the changes in financial 
assets, nonfinancial assets, debt and net worth for same families by age of head between 2007 
and 2009. Net worth declined for most families across the initial 2007 wealth spectrum and it 
declined substantially for some. The changes in net worth among the elderly after recession was 
11 percent decline for ages 65-74 and 17 percent decline for ages 75 and older. The decline for 
the economically better off group who are ages 55-64 was 14 percent. The older elderly (ages 75 
and over) showed investing in stocks and bonds market with median amount $135,000. It got 
reduction to a median amount of $32,000. It was a drastic decrease. As for the nonfinancial 
assets, considering the value of primary residence for ages 75 and older, there was 17 percent 
decline of median value for this group after recession. Overall nonfinancial assets fell by 21 
percent from 2007 value.   
The category specifically calling to attention in Table 7-4 is retirement accounts which 
median value didn’t reduce but increase during recession both for ages 65-74 and 75 and older, 
with median value of retirement accounts rising from $86,000 to $90,000 for ages 65-74 and 
increasing from $39,000 to $43,000 for ages 75 and over. Although the trend of shifting 
employer-sponsored pension plans from DB to DC has been going on since 1980s, and the DC 
plans leave individuals more control, some argue that the DC participation would be risky while 
facing economic downturn (Gustman et al., 2010). The results in Table 7-4 seem to address the 





Eventually, this SCF panel data offers us a short period to track the same family and to see 
how they were affected by the economic recession. Taking both Table 7-3 and Table 7-4 into 
account, considering the percent with asset (financial or nonfinancial) and the median value of 
that asset, the importance of retirement accounts and primary residence for the wealth of the 
elderly stands out. These two assets in particular are relatively solid wealth for the well-being of 
the elderly.  
7.2 Housing Market Hasn’t Completely Recovered Yet 
Since housing wealth has contributed to an essential part of elderly wealth, the health of real 
estate market may determine the overall wealth of the elderly. Since recent Great Recession was 
2007 2009 2007 2009 2007 2009 2007 2009 2007 2009 2007 2009 2007 2009
Total financial assets 34 32 8 8 28 30 69 63 85 79 69 52 46 42
Transaction accounts 4 4 3 2 4 3 5 5 6 6 8 6 7 8
CDs and savings bonds 6 9 1 2 3 3 6 4 11 13 20 22 34 32
Stocks and bonds 20 13 3 3 17 13 22 13 27 22 45 36 135 32
Mutual funds 64 51 16 11 29 38 56 38 124 77 168 108 84 76
Retirement accounts 55 52 11 12 41 41 89 79 112 93 86 90 39 43
Annuities and trusts 67 65 17 6 22 37 50 54 66 76 75 65 112 65
Other 9 8 3 2 9 6 11 11 11 11 15 11 7 11
Total nonfinancial assets 199 175 37 52 202 177 258 227 260 231 229 205 184 146
Primary residence 224 193 197 179 230 195 258 217 224 202 207 168 168 141
Other property 135 131 61 66 123 141 145 135 168 145 156 162 101 162
Business equity 112 102 50 45 107 76 112 87 165 130 561 567 280 260
Other 18 15 16 13 20 16 21 16 20 16 17 16 11 9
Total Assets 253 221 48 57 251 214 354 314 392 334 331 274 259 210
Total debt 76 82 41 55 123 120 112 108 70 68 45 52 21 9
Net worth 136 104 15 9 105 76 221 163 279 241 251 223 248 207
Source: Panel Survey of Consumer Finance: 2007-2009.
75 or more
Table 7-4: Median Value of Familiy with Assets in 2007 and 2009, by Age of Head
(in '000 and in 2013 dollars)
65-7445-5435-44<35





 Panel survey 2007-2009 using age of family head in 2007.
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mainly caused by large prices decline of housing and of stocks market, had the recent rebound in 
asset values mitigated the wealth loss? I first examine time trends in the home ownership rate 
varied by age group, race and ethnicity, then investigate whether the substantial rebound and shot 
up of the Dow Jones Industrial Average Index play any role to compensate the wealth loss for 
American families. 
According to data from “new residential sales historical data”, starting from 1990 to before 
housing market plummeted, we have witnessed large increase in home prices (See Figure 7-2). 
The price increase between 2000 and 2005 was particularly phenomenon, which showed 26 
percent increase of median sale prices of new homes. 
 
Then the financial market collapsed, affecting most household’s net worth and led to the 
Great Recession. Figure 7-2 shows median sale prices of new home declined 17 percent between 
2006 and 2009. But the most striking finding is that median wealth for all families headed by 18 
years of age and older sharply declined about 31 percent over years 2007 to 2009 (See Table 7-4). 
Although followed by a rebound of the housing prices from the lowest point in 2009 to higher 
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prices in 2013, totally, it regained 14 percent. However, this modest increase has not reflected on 
the recovery of overall wealth for most households. 
It is worth noting that the home ownership rate started increase from 64 percent in 1989 to 
69 percent in 2004 (See Appendix Table A7-1). And almost all kind of households, from 
married-couple families, male householder without wife present, female householder without 
husband present, to one-person household no matter headed by male or female, the rates of house 
ownership peaked in 2004. Besides, family status has shown to be an important factor of 
homeownership. Marriage and widowhood typically increase the ownership and while divorce or 
separation has the reducing effect. The homeownership also varies by region, race and ethnicity. 
Appendix Table A7-2 exhibits the Midwest region having 74 percent homeownership in 2004 
rising from 68 percent in 1994 and fell back 69 percent in 2014. In the South, the 
homeownership was 66 percent in 1994, increased to 71 percent in 2004 and declined to 66 
percent in 2014. Other regions such as the Northeast and the West also display this 
seesaw-back-and-forth pattern between 1994 and 2014.  
Although the recovery in home prices continued to spread across the country, many areas 
with the largest price gains had also recorded the steepest declines during the housing bust, such 
as Las Vegas, Phoenix and Miami as well as several California metros. As a result, prices in these 
markets still far from make up for the previous declines. Figure 7-3 shows house prices have 
been on the rise between 2009 and 2013 but remain below peaked level in most metropolitan 
cities. For instance, home prices in Las Vegas in the middle of 2013 were a little less than a half 
compared with at peaked point in 2006. While experiencing continued home price gains after the 
Great Recession, the negative equity shares of housing markets for the US as a whole still below 
the previous peaked level, 18 percent lower in 2009 and 14 percent lower in 2013. Nonetheless, 




As to the stock market, the Dow Jones Industrial Index reached to the top at 13,901 (a monthly 
average of October in 2007) then plunged into 7,235 in March 2009—a 48-percent decline 
between the peak and the trough. It took about five years and four months to return the same 
level when the monthly average in February of 2013 was at 13,967. The stock market continued 
to rise and by February 2015, it has reached at a new high of 17,945, not only having the 




From the SCF data, it shows the stocks and bonds ownership first spread then shrank. In 
2007, over 18 percent of U.S. households owned stocks and bonds, declined to 16 percent in 
2010, then reduced further in 2013 (See Table 5-11). After the recession, the decrease of housing 
prices, other real estate property are lower for age 55 to 64 than for age 65-74 and age 75 and 
older (See Table 7-5). These differences, to some extent, reflect the lingering adverse effects of 
the Great Recession on the assets held by the younger older age group. Despite the rebound in 
asset prices, there was no virtual increase in median wealth from 2010 to 2013 except for ages 
65-74. Moreover, relative indebtedness expanded from 2007 to 2013, though the proximate 




2007 2010 2013 2007 2010 2013 2007 2010 2013 2007 2010 2013 All 55-64 65-74 75+
32 23 21 83 60 53 76 48 72 47 47 29 -35 -36 -5 -38
Transaction accounts 5 4 4 6 5 5 9 6 7 7 8 7 -11 -14 -18 1
CDs and savings bonds 7 6 4 11 9 4 22 21 20 34 28 18 -42 -69 -11 -46
Stocks and bonds 20 27 28 28 43 30 52 66 52 51 48 76 39 7 1 50
Mutual funds 63 86 80 126 118 143 97 123 155 84 129 145 27 14 61 73
Retirement accounts 51 47 59 112 107 104 86 107 149 39 58 69 17 -7 72 77
Cash value life insurance 9 8 8 11 10 10 11 11 9 6 8 8 -10 -11 -20 43
Annuities and trusts 79 75 100 66 70 100 79 96 125 112 88 110 27 52 59 -2
Other 7 5 5 25 11 6 11 16 10 18 18 14 -33 -76 -7 -22
 
199 165 148 262 221 189 238 213 207 176 180 153 -26 -28 -13 -13
Primary residence 225 182 170 236 198 185 225 177 175 168 161 145 -24 -22 -22 -14
Other property 135 114 105 168 166 150 146 134 132 171 107 105 -22 -11 -10 -38
Business equity 112 107 100 130 139 150 466 139 250 281 239 200 -11 15 -46 -29
Other 18 17 16 21 20 18 17 18 17 11 12 11 -11 -13 -1 -1
  
249 200 178 391 304 261 340 298 303 247 255 217 -29 -33 -11 -12
76 76 60 68 83 63 45 48 44 15 32 20 -21 -7 -2 37
136 83 81 285 192 166 269 221 232 239 232 195 -40 -42 -14 -19
% Changes 2007-2013
Table 7-5: Median Value of Components of Family Wealth and Percent Changes in the Wealth by All, Ages 55-64 and the
Elderly (in '000 and in 2013 dollars)










Chapter 8  
Conclusion 
The U.S. older population has grown more diverse than their previous generations. There is a 
solid increase in educational attainment of the elderly, among women in particular. In addition, a 
significant drop in marriage rates coincident with the rise in divorce rates happened. The shares 
of both immigrants and minority of Americans have been increasing. Work participation for older 
people between 1950s and 1970s were high, then declined to a lower level in the mid-1980s, but 
rebounded in recent decades. Some of the elderly reaching their full retirement age even continue 
working full-time. 
This study uses decennial Censuses and Current Population Surveys to analyze basic 
demographic characteristics of the elderly and employs the Survey of Consumer Finances (SCF) 
data to investigate the changes in income and net worth for different age group from 1989 to 
2013. The increase of net worth happened for almost every age group 64 and reaching at high 
point of median net worth in 2004 or in 2007. After financial collapsed around 2008 and the 
Great Recession followed, all age groups suffered the reduction of net worth significantly. The 
latest data of the SCF in 2013 shows relatively flattened decline of net worth for most groups 
except the age of 65-74 displaying an upward gain. In general, the elderly rebounded faster than 
the nonelderly after recession. 
For those with specific components of wealth in the SCF data, such as retirement accounts 
or home ownership, the growth trends are similar to those in the category of overall net worth of 
the elderly. Nonetheless, the pattern is somewhat noisier, since not all families hold all types of 
                                                      
64  The age groups include 25-34, 35-44, 45-54, 55-64, 65-74 and 75 and older. Except in 1998 there was 
small wealth decline for age 25-34 and the age group 55-64 showed flat development of wealth between 
1995 and 1998. 
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assets: some own home but hold no financial assets; whereas others have pensions but do not 
possess a home. We can see the noise “visually” while the long-term graphs by age group have 
the line cross each other or entangled along the way. However, for each component of wealth, 
average possession was higher in 2013 than in 1989 for older age group.  
A. Retirement Accounts  
Investigating the retirement accounts, two elder groups (ages 65-74 and 75 and over) 
appeared to withdraw more money from retirement accounts during the Great Recession and 
after. The median pension value for those with retirement accounts of elderly didn’t show 
decline but increase. The older old (age 75 and older) compared to ages 65-74 hold less 
percentage retirement accounts. It matches the usual sense that retirees tend to utilize their 
retirement accounts, say withdrawing money in the accounts and investing it somewhere.  
B. Housing Wealth  
Primary residence and other real estate property consist of the major components of the 
nonfinancial assets of the elderly. When this recent economic slowdown was caused by the sharp 
decrease of housing prices, it would affect the wealth of the elderly significantly. But as the SCF 
data show low proportion of debt and high percentage of non-financial assets share of wealth of 
the elderly, to some extent, it implies that most elderly have paid down their mortgages—this 
would give them more liberty to cope with economic downturn.  
Generally, the analyzing results from the SCF data show clear gains of wealth among the 
middle and the top group. The very high and very low wealth groups are always going together, 
but the diffusion of the large middle group is remarkable. As to the degree of wealth inequality, it 
is lower among the elderly than among the nonelderly.  
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The SCF data in 2013 shows 4.3 percent of the elderly and 15.6 percent of the non-elderly 
who are wealth poor—either with negative wealth or zero wealth. Compares their characteristics 
among the elderly when classify them into three groups: those with negative or zero wealth, with 
wealth from zero to at 80 percentile level, and at the top 20 percent wealth level. Three groups 
show distinctive differences. For wealth poor, they tend to be older, less educated, more 
minorities among blacks and Hispanics, more divorced or never married, and single without 
children. About ninety percent of the wealth poor elderly have retired or not working. Only 26 
percent reports having residency ownership.  
As for the elderly at the top of 20 percent wealth: 72 percent are with college degree or 
more education; 95 percent of them are whites, non-Hispanic. They are three times likely to be 
married compared with wealth poor elderly (75.2% vs 25.5%). Their family structure tends to be 
two elderly people living together and seldom living with children. Forty-one percent are still 
working. For those who are working, they are more likely in the managerial or professional 
occupation. And no surprise, 98 percent of them own home.  
The middle group—from with non-zero wealth to with wealth at 80 percentile level—have 
most characteristics distributed in between. This group have more high school graduates (43.3%). 
And maybe due to their lower educational level, most of them are not currently working (with 83 
percent retired or not working). However, their home ownerships are much higher than those 
with zero wealth or in debt.           
Regarding measure the economic well-being of the elderly, some aspects also related to the 
well-being of the elderly are hard to evaluate. Such as, when people advance into old age, they 
choose to work less and spend more time on leisure. The re-allocation of time is a personal 
choice but may produce positive economic well-being difficult to estimate. Another aspect is 
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health preserving effort by the elderly. Even though on average, the elderly have poorer health 
compared with the non-elderly. They might have the desire to invest additional income for health 






Male Female Male Female 
1910 11.2 12.0 49.9 53.2
1920 12.2 12.7 55.5 57.4
1930 11.7 12.8 57.7 60.9
1940 12.1 13.6 61.6 65.9
1950 12.7 15.0 65.5 71.0
1960 13.0 15.8 66.8 73.2
1970 13.0 16.8 67.0 74.6
1980 14.2 18.4 70.1 77.6
1990 15.1 19.0 71.8 78.8
2000 16.1 19.1 74.1 79.5
2010 17.7 20.3 76.2 81.0
Source: Revised from Table 21, United States Life Tables,
2010.  National Vital Statistics Reports, Vol. 63, No. 7,
November 6, 2014, by Elizabeth Arias at the Division of
Vital Statistics.
At age 65 At birth




As a % of
Federal Outlays
Total Federal Outlays 3,455 100.0
   Social Security 808   23.4
   Medicare 
1) 492   14.2
   Medicaid 265     7.7
   Net Interest 221     6.4
   Other 
2) 467   13.5
   Denfense 626   18.1
   Nondefense Discretionary 576   16.7
SOURCE: Congressional Budget Office, Updated Budget
Projections: 2014 to 2024 (April 2014). All amounts are for
federal fiscal year 2013 and derived from Table 1 to Table 3.
1) Consists of Medicare spending minus income from premiums
and other offsetting receipts.
2) Other category includes spending on other mandatory outlays
minus income from offsetting receipts.
Appendix Table A1-2: Social Security and Medicare As
a Share of Toal Federal Outlays, 2013
128 
 
Regarding Figure A1-1 and A1-2: Visualizing the changes in population between 1990 and 
2013 
Figure A1-1 (on the left-hand side) exhibits a graphic demonstration about how the elderly 
population is distributed in 1990. It shows the bulge of the baby-boom generation, those born 
between 1946-1964, can be seen in the pyramid for ages 25-44 years in 1990. After 1964, birth 
rates moved downward until the late 1970s. As the members of the baby boom approached their 
childbearing years during the 1980s, the number of births rose again, peaking in 1990. These 
children are represented by the slightly widening base of the pyramid. Even though the number 
of births per woman had been low, the population continued to grow partly because of the 
children and grandchildren of the baby-boom generations. 
   
While examining birth cohorts from one to the next across time, the population pyramid in year 
2013 (Figure A1-2 on the right-hand side) shows typical pattern of experiencing relatively slow 
growth. People entered the lowest bars of the pyramid remain close to their neighborhood age 
group. It also shows, as life expectancy increased, a greater percentage of persons survived until 
old age. By 2013, infants and children under the age of five numbered 19.7 million, accounting 





















Appendix Figure A1-1: U.S. Population Distribution by Sex and by Age Group,
1990 (in thousands)





















Appendix Figure A1-2: U.S. Population Distribution by Sex and by Age Group,
2013 (in thousands)
Source: Calculated from iPUMS data of ACS 2013.
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developed countries than in the U.S.65 What has shown here tells us that the speed of aging in 
the U.S. is not as fast as in other developed countries. However, the international comparison 




An extreme case in Japan 
Appendix Table A4-2 illustrates the actual and estimated population by age group in Japan 
from 1960 to 2060.  Japan’s low fertility combining with its low mortality has driven the 
ever-expanding number of the elderly. It’s important to understand that Japan’s population age 
structure 50 years down the road will not be simply a scaled-down version of its today’s 
                                                      
65  Some studies are devoted to estimate how the immigration plays a role to mitigate the rapid reducing 
working adult base compared to other developed countries.    
Both Sexes Male Female
United States 46,179 14.5 12.9 16.0
Japan 32,750 25.8 23.0 28.3
Germany 17,128 21.1 18.8 23.4
Italy 12,952 21.0 18.7 23.2
Greece 2,182 20.2 18.1 22.3
Sweden 1,928 19.8 18.2 21.5
Austria 1,577 19.2 16.7 21.5
Spain 8,416 17.6 15.2 20.0
France 12,139 18.3 16.0 20.5
United Kingdom 11,172 17.5 15.7 19.3
Russia 18,890 13.3 8.8 17.1
% aged 65+
of Total Population
Appendix Table A4-1: Population With High Percentage of
the Elderly Compared to the Ubited States
(mid-year population estimation in 2014)







population pyramid, on the contrary, the pyramid will turn upside down. Japan will not only 
reduce its total population over next few decades but will encounter a profound change in 
population composition.  
 
Regarding how population pyramid turning upside down, no country has faced more serious 
troubles than Japan. How Japan comes to settle the problems, no matter fail or succeed, will offer 
useful case to other countries since demographic factors can significantly affect economic 
activity. As Japan's aging problems become so grave, several things are entangled: (1) increase 
the number of retirees; (2) expand payment for people’s social security; (3) reduce tax revenues; 
and (4) government’s fiscal deficits ballooned. When Japan’s real estate bubble burst in 1991, its 
national debt has accumulated to twice of the GDP. The most daunting challenges facing Japan 
today include fiscal situation and healthcare finance. Confined to limited area of island complex, 
1960 1985 2010 2035 2060
93.42 121.1 128.06 112.12 86.74
0-14 28.07 26.03 16.84 11.29 7.91
15-64 60.00 82.51 81.73 63.43 44.18
65 and over 5.35 12.47 29.48 37.41 34.64
5.7% 10.3% 23.0% 33.4% 39.9%
Reference data
1.61 1.43 1.07 0.71 0.48
0.71 0.75 1.2 1.66 1.54
Sources: Statistics Bureau (Ministry of Internal Affairs and Communications),
Population Census of Japan; National Institute of Population and Social Security
Research, Population Projections for Japan (January 2012), based on medium-
variant fertility and mortality projections.
Appendix Table A4-2: Population Age Structure in Japan, 1960–2060
  By Age group (in millions)
Proportion of elderly in pop.
   Births in millions
   Deaths in millions
Year
Total Population (in millions)
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Japan has been employing restricted law on immigration that helps little to mitigate the aging 
speed. As the U.S. is projected to have 23.6% of the elderly population in 206066, Japan is 
instead estimated to have 39.9% at the same year. 
 
                                                      
66  See Appendix Table A4-1. 
Effective date Full retirement age Worker's birth year
1999 and earlier 65 1937 and earlier
2000 65 and 2 months 1938
2001 65 and 4 months 1939
2002 65 and 6 months 1940
2003 65 and 8 months 1941
2004                      65 and 10 months 1942
2005–2016 66 1943–1954
2017 66 and 2 months 1955
2018 66 and 4 months 1956
2019 66 and 6 months 1957
2020 66 and 8 months 1958
2021                      66 and 10 months 1959
2022 and later 67 1960 and later
Appendix A4-3: Age To Receive Full Social Security
Benefits
Source: Social Security Administration.
Note: The Social Security Amendments of 1983 is a mix of
program changes designed to reduce benefit costs and increase
revenues. Changes include a slow increase in the full rerirement
age (at which full benefits are payable) in two phases: from ages





1970 1975 1980 1985 1990 1995 2000 2005 2010
Age  in year 20-24 25-29 30-34 35-39 40-44 45-49 50-54 55-59 60-64 65-69 70-74 75-79 80-84 85-89 90-94
Year born
1916-1920 93.6 82.9 62.1 24.7 15.7 11.0 7.1 4.8 ---
1921-1925 95.5 89.4 81.4 55.5 27.1 16.5 11.7 7.6 3.1
1926-1930 96.4 94.0 89.3 78.9 54.9 27.8 18.8 13.3 8.7
1931-1935 97.8 95.1 93.1 88.8 79.2 52.3 31.4 21.2 15.4
1936-1940 97.2 96.4 95.0 94.4 88.8 78.6 57.2 31.0 22.3
1941-1945 95.9 96.2 95.6 93.5 91.8 86.7 75.2 59.7 35.3
1946-1950 80.5 94.6 95.6 95.2 93.5 90.8 86.6 77.8 61.8
1951-1955 83.5 94.4 94.6 94.8 90.8 90.6 85.8 77.6
1956-1960 84.8 93.0 93.9 91.9 90.8 89.1 85.6
1961-1965 81.8 93.0 92.9 93.1 90.8 88.1
1966-1970 82.5 92.2 94.0 91.7 90.4
1971-1975 81.6 92.6 91.2 92.7




Gen. X & Y





1970 1975 1980 1985 1990 1995 2000 2005 2010
Age  in year 20-24 25-29 30-34 35-39 40-44 45-49 50-54 55-59 60-64 65-69 70-74 75-79 80-84 85-89 90-94
Year born
1916-1920 53.7 48.7 33.8 13.3 7.9 5.8 3.0 2.2 ---
1921-1925 55.1 53.8 48.6 33.8 17.6 8.5 6.0 3.3 2.5
1926-1930 53.1 56.5 57.0 51.9 35.6 18.1 10.3 7.2 4.3
1931-1935 49.4 57.2 62.7 62.1 55.3 38.4 20.7 13.0 8.2
1936-1940 45.2 54.6 66.9 68.9 66.3 59.0 41.4 23.3 15.1
1941-1945 46.0 51.4 65.3 71.0 74.2 72.1 62.8 44.9 27.0
1946-1950 57.1 56.6 64.6 72.1 77.3 77.6 75.9 65.9 51.9
1951-1955 62.9 67.2 71.2 75.5 77.7 79.6 74.2 68.5
1956-1960 66.7 71.1 73.1 76.6 79.9 77.5 75.4
1961-1965 70.3 74.4 74.8 76.0 76.8 77.6
1966-1970 70.2 74.0 76.2 74.5 76.7
1971-1975 69.6 78.0 73.0 75.4
1976-1980 72.5 73.1 73.7
1981-1985 69.1 75.2
1986-1990 66.7
Gen. X & Y
1956-1965





























55-64 295.9 63.5 145.2 235.2 121.0 184.4 -20.5 90.6 27.0
65-74 212.2 43.0 116.2 264.2 107.0 143.9 24.5 148.8 23.8
75+ 207.8        * 115.0 278.9 83.4 159.1 34.2        * 38.3
Some college    
55-64 561.6 92.0 231.3 559.7 180.2 225.1 -0.3 95.9 -2.7
65-74 968.3 93.1 239.6 618.1 234.7 260.5 -36.2 152.1 8.7
75+ 1078.5        * 298.3 617.1 135.2 192.1 -42.8        * -35.6
College+    
55-64 1220.9 179.6 333.6 1471.3 400.5 405.9 20.5 123.0 21.7
65-74 1500.1 146.4 310.1 2096.1 653.7 455.0 39.7 346.5 46.7
75+ 1293.8        * 315.0 1611.9 482.9 369.8 24.6        * 17.4
% Changes: 1989-2013
Appendix Table A5-1: Changes in Wealth and Selected Sources of Wealth by Age of Head and by
Education (In '000 and in 2013 dollars)
Source: Survey of Consumer Finances, survey year in 1989 and 2013.






















55-64 223.0 67.8 163.7 319.0 136.8 219.0 43.0 101.8 33.8
65-74 218.0 34.4 123.7 341.6 181.3 180.3 56.7 427.0 45.8
75+ 227.5        * 138.9 387.1 138.5 169.0 70.2        * 21.7
Married Couple    
55-64 775.5 129.8 223.0 1134.0 350.7 337.3 46.2 170.2 51.3
65-74 839.8 112.8 199.7 1595.9 565.9 369.2 90.0 401.7 84.9
75+ 759.2 65.9 298.3 944.6 327.7 256.4 24.4 397.3 -14.0
% Changes: 1989-2013
Appendix Table A5-2: Changes in Wealth and Selected Sources of Wealth by Age of Head and by Marital
Status (In '000 and in 2013 dollars)
* Indicating not shown for observations less than 100.






Definition of assets, debts, net worth, and related variables 
Note: the variable names used here are consistent with the public release SAS datasets for the 
Survey of Consumer Finances. 
 
Financial Assets and Related Variables 
1. LIQ: Transactions accounts (liquid assets) include checking accounts, savings accounts, 
money market deposit accounts, money market mutual funds and call accounts at brokerages. 
LIQ=CHECKING+SAVING+MMA+CALL 
2. CDS: certificates of deposit 
3. SAVBND: savings bonds 
4. STOCKS: stocks; 
5. BOND: total bonds, not including bond funds or savings bonds 
BOND=NOTXBND+MORTBND+GOVTBND+OBND  
NOTXBND: tax-exempt bonds (state and local bonds) 
MORTBND: mortgage-backed bonds 
GOVTBND: US government and government agency bonds and bills 
OBND: corporate and foreign bonds; 
6. Mutual Funds 




















55-64 668.9 117.6 217.8 1006.1 330.1 313.3 50.4 180.7 43.8
65-74 636.2 90.0 179.5 1260.1 479.8 318.2 98.1 433.1 77.3
75+ 502.3 59.6 175.2 718.4 249.3 216.4 43.0        * 23.5
   
55-64 231.1 79.8 157.3 226.9 90.7 237.4 -1.8 13.7 50.9
65-74 122.3        * 109.4 306.2 138.3 196.6 150.4        * 79.7
75+ 76.4        * 92.4 200.0        * 174.0 161.8        * 88.3
% Changes: 1989-2013
Appendix Table A5-3: Changes in Wealth and Selected Sources of Wealth by Age of Head and by Race
and Ethinicity (In thousands of 2013 dollars)
* Indicating not shown for observations less than 100.










STMUTF: stock mutual funds 
TFBMUTF: tax-free bond mutual funds 
GBMUTF: government bond mutual funds 
OBMUTF: other bond mutual funds 
COMUTF: combination and other mutual funds 
*OMUTF: other mutual funds 
7. Retirement Pension Accounts 
RETQLIQ: Total quasi-liquid: sum of IRAs, thrift accounts, and future pensions (including 
currently received benefits)    
RETQLIQ=IRAKH+THRIFT+FUTPEN+CURRPEN 
IRAKH: individual retirement accounts/Keoghs 
THRIFT: account-type pension plans (included if type is 401k, 403b, hrift, savings, 
SRA, or if participant has option to borrow or withdraw)  
FUTPEN: future pensions (accumulated in an account for the R/S)  
CURRPEN: pensions with currently received benefits    
8. CASHLI: cash value of whole life insurance    
9. OTHMA: Other managed assets (trusts, annuities and managed investment accounts in which 
HH has equity interest) 
OTHMA=ANNUIT+TRUSTS 
10. OTHFIN: other financial assets: includes loans from the household to someone else, future 
proceeds, royalties, futures, non-public stock, deferred compensation, oil/gas/mineral invest., 
cash n.e.c.; 
11. EQUITY: Financial assets invested in stock (including six conditions as follows): 
    1. directly-held stock  
    2. stock mutual funds: full value if described as stock mutual fund, 
       1/2 value of combination mutual funds 
    3. IRAs/Keoghs invested in stock:  
       full value if mostly invested in stock,  
       1/2 value if split between stocks/bonds or stocks/money market, 
       1/3 value if split between stocks/bonds/money market 
    4. other managed assets w/equity interest (annuities, trusts, MIAs): 
       full value if mostly invested in stock, 
       1/2 value if split between stocks/MFs & bonds/CDs, or 
      "mixed/diversified," 
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       1/3 value if "other" 
    5. thrift-type retirement accounts invested in stock 
       full value if mostly invested in stock 
       1/2 value if split between stocks and interest earning assets 
    6. savings accounts classified as 529 or other accounts that may 
       be invested in stocks; 
12. EQUITINC: ratio of equity to normal income 
13. DEQ: equity in directly held stocks, stock mutual funds, combination mutual funds, and other 
mutual funds 
DEQ=STOCKS+STMUTF+.5*COMUTF+OMUTF 
14. SAVEQ: equity held in savings accounts such as 529s, Coverdells or other types with 
investment choice 
15. RETEQ: equity in quasi-liquid retirement assets 
16. FIN: total financial assets     
FIN=LIQ+CDS+NMMF+STOCKS+BOND+RETQLIQ+SAVBND+CASHLI+OTHMA+O
THFIN 
*Other pension characteristics: 
ANYPEN: 1=head or SP/Par has any type of pension,  
DBPLANCJ: 1=head or SP/Par has a DB pension on a current job,   
DBPLANT: 1=head or SP/Par has DB plan on current job or some type of pension from a 
past job to be received in the future, 
DCPLANCJ: 1=head or SP/Par has any type of account-based plan (DC) on a current job, 
BPLANCJ: 1=head or SP/Par has both types of pension plan on a current job 
 
Nonfinancial Assets and Related Variables 
1. VEHIC: value of all vehicles (includes autos, motor homes, RVs, airplanes, 
    boats) 
2. HOUSES: value of primary residence 
3. ORESRE: other residential real estate (including land contracts/notes   household has made, 
properties other than the principal residence that are coded as family residences—second 
home, time shares, and vacations homes) 
4. NNRESRE: net equity in nonresidential real estate(such as real estate other than the principal 
residence, time shares, and vacation homes net of mortgages and other loans taken out for 
investment real estate) 
5. BUS: business interests; 
6. OTHNFIN: other nonfinancial assets: defined as total value of miscellaneous assets minus 
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other financial assets: includes gold, silver (incl. silverware), other metals or metals NA type, 
jewelry, gem stones (incl. antique), cars (antique or classic), antiques, furniture, art objects, 
paintings, sculpture, textile art, ceramic art, photographs, (rare) books, coin collections, 
stamp collections, guns, misc. real estate(exc. cemetery), cemetery plots, china, figurines,  
crystal/glassware, musical instruments, livestock, horses, crops, oriental rugs, furs, other 
collections, incl. baseball cards, records, wine, oil/gas/mineral leases or investments, 
computer, equipment/tools, association or exchange membership, and other miscellaneous 
assets 
7. NFIN: total nonfinancial assets 
NFIN=VEHIC+HOUSES+ORESRE+NNRESRE+BUS+OTHNFIN 
8. NHNFIN: total nonfinancial assets excluding principal residences 
   NHNFIN=NFIN-HOUSES 
 
ASSET=FIN+NFIN: total assets 
 
Debts and Related Variables 
DEBT: total debt 
DEBT=MRTHEL+RESDBT+OTHLOC+CCBAL+INSTALL+ODEBT 
1. MRTHEL: land contract/loan/mortgage 
MRTHEL=X805+X905+X1005+X1108*(X1103=1)+X1119*(X1114=1)+ 
X1130*(X1125=1)+MAX(0,X1136)*(X1108*(X1103=1)+     
X1119*(X1114=1)+X1130*(X1125=1))/(X1108+X1119+X1130); (else do) 
MRTHEL=X805+X905+X1005+.5*(MAX(0,X1136))*(HOUSES>0); 
*NH_MORT=MRTHEL-HELOC {HELOC: home equity lines of credit secured by the 
primary residence} 
2. RESDBT: debt for other residential property: includes land contracts, residential property 
other than the principal residence, misc. vacation, and installment debt reported for 
cottage/vacation home) 
3. OTHLOC: other lines of credit 
4. CCBAL: credit card debt 
5. INSTALL: other installment loans  
6. ODEBT: other debts (loans against pensions, loans against life insurance, margin loans, 
miscellaneous) 
 





N Total N Total
By Age By Age and Marital Status
18-24 220 Nonmarried Single
25-34 812 18-24 149
35-44 1032 25-34 369
45-54 1327 35-44 325
55-64 1281 45-54 439
65+ 1343 6015 55-64 433
65-74 817 65-74 265
75+ 526 75+ 266 2246
Married couple
By Age and education 18-24 71
<HS 25-34 443
18-24 77 35-44 707
25-34 315 45-54 888
35-44 360 55-64 848
45-54 456 65-74 552
55-64 411 75+ 260 3769
65-74 255
75+ 271 2145 By Race and Ethnicity
Some College White non-Hispanic 
18-24 86 18-24 125
25-34 152 25-34 474
35-44 173 35-44 623
45-54 228 45-54 921
55-64 191 55-64 1006
65-74 118 65-74 677
75+ 80 1028 75+ 441 4267
College or more Nonwhite or Hispanic
18-24 57 18-24 95
25-34 345 25-34 338
35-44 499 35-44 409
45-54 643 45-54 406
55-64 679 55-64 275
65-74 444 65-74 104
75+ 175 2842 75+ 85 1712





Other debt (e.g., loans against pensions
or life insur., margin loans)
Installment loans
Other installment loans
Currently received account-type pensions
Combination and other mutual funds
Vehicle  loans
Education loans
Other misc. nonfinancial assets
Debt secured by other residential
property
Other lines of credit (not secured by
resid. real estate)




Checking accounts (excl. money mkt)
Tax-free bond mutual funds
Govt. bond mutual funds
Other bond mutual funds
Future pensions
Account-type pensions on current job
Total
Debt
Residential property excl. primary resid. (e.g., vacation homes)
Businesses (with either an active or nonactive interest)
Vehicles (incl. RVs, planes, boats, etc.)
Individual retirement accounts/Keoghs




Mortgages & home equity loans secured by
primary residence
Home equity lines of credit secured by
primary residence
Other misc. financial assets [OTHFIN]
Net equity in non-residential real estate
Primary residence
Credit card balances after last payment
Debt secured by prim. resid.
(mortgages, home equity loans,


















Mutual Funds (directly held pooled






US govt & govt agency bonds & bills




All People Children<18 18-64 65 years and older
1959 22.4 27.3 17.0 35.2
1960 22.2 26.9 N.A. N.A.
1961 21.9 25.6 N.A. N.A.
1962 21.0 25.0 N.A. N.A.
1963 19.5 23.1 N.A. N.A.
1964 19.0 23.0 N.A. N.A.
1965 17.3 21.0 N.A. N.A.
1966 14.7 17.6 10.5 28.5
1967 14.2 16.6 10.0 29.5
1968 12.8 15.6 9.0 25.0
1969 12.1 14.0 8.7 25.3
1970 12.6 15.1 9.0 24.6
1971 12.5 15.3 9.3 21.6
1972 11.9 15.1 8.8 18.6
1973 11.1 14.4 8.3 16.3
1974 11.2 15.4 8.3 14.6
1975 12.3 17.1 9.2 15.3
1976 11.3 16.0 9.0 15.0
1977 11.6 16.2 8.8 14.1
1978 11.4 15.9 8.7 14.0
1979 11.7 16.4 8.9 15.2
1980 13.0 18.3 10.1 15.7
1981 14.0 20.0 11.1 15.3
1982 15.0 21.9 12.0 14.6
1983 15.2 22.3 12.4 13.8
1984 14.4 21.5 11.7 12.4
1985 14.0 20.7 11.3 12.6
1986 13.6 20.5 10.8 12.4
1987 13.4 20.3 10.6 12.5
1988 13.0 19.5 10.5 12.0
1989 12.8 19.6 10.2 11.4
1990 13.5 20.6 10.7 12.2
1991 14.2 21.8 11.4 12.4
1992 14.8 22.3 11.9 12.9
1993 15.1 22.7 12.4 12.2
1994 14.5 21.8 11.9 11.7
1995 13.8 20.8 11.4 10.5
1996 13.7 20.5 11.4 10.8
1997 13.3 19.9 10.9 10.5
1998 12.7 18.9 10.5 10.5
1999 11.9 17.1 10.1 9.7
2000 11.3 16.2 9.6 9.9
2001 11.7 16.3 10.1 10.1
2002 12.1 16.7 10.6 10.4
2003 12.5 17.6 10.8 10.2
2004 12.7 17.8 11.3 9.8
2005 12.6 17.6 11.1 10.1
2006 12.3 17.4 10.8 9.4
2007 12.5 18.0 10.9 9.7
2008 13.2 19.0 11.7 9.7
2009 14.3 20.7 12.9 8.9
2010 15.1 22.0 13.8 8.9
2011 15.0 21.9 13.7 8.7
2012 15.0 21.8 13.7 9.1
2013 14.5 19.9 13.6 9.5
Appendix Table A6-1: Poverty Rates by Age
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Current Population Reports, Income and Poverty in
the United States: 2013. Revised from Table B-1, p.44, and Table B-2, p.50.




1989 1992 1995 1998 2001 2004 2007 2009 2010 2013 2014
U.S., total 64 64 65 66 68 69 68 67 67 65 65
<35 39 38 39 39 41 43 42 40 39 37 36
35-44 67 65 65 67 68 69 68 66 65 61 60
45-54 76 75 75 76 77 77 75 74 74 71 71
55-64 80 80 80 81 81 82 81 80 79 77 76
65+ 76 77 78 79 80 81 80 81 81 81 80
   65-69 80 81 81 82 82 83 82 82 82 81 80
   70-74 78 79 81 82 83 83 82 82 82 83 82
   75+ 71 73 75 76 78 79 79 79 79 80 79
78 79 80 82 83 84 84 83 82 81 80
<35 57 56 57 60 62 63 63 60 58 56 56
35-44 80 79 80 81 82 83 82 81 79 76 74
45-54 87 87 87 88 89 90 89 88 87 85 84
55-64 90 90 90 91 91 92 92 91 91 89 90
65+ 89 90 91 91 92 93 92 92 92 92 92
   65-69 91 92 91 92 93 93 93 93 92 92 92
   70-74 90 91 92 93 93 94 93 93 93 93 92
   75+ 87 88 89 90 92 92 91 91 90 91 91
56 54 55 56 58 60 57 57 57 55 55
<35 32 31 37 38 41 45 42 42 41 41 40
35-44 59 54 54 57 60 60 57 55 57 51 54
45-54 68 65 66 65 69 71 70 67 67 65 63
55-64 75 70 74 74 76 78 74 75 75 70 70
65+ 80 83 84 85 84 82 81 82 82 83 77
   65-69 78 82 80 78 78 75 74 78 76 80 73
   70-74 80 80 85 84 79 82 78 78 79 78 72
   75+ 81 87 86 91 90 85 86 86 87 87 83
44 44 45 47 50 51 50 49 49 47 46
<35 17 17 19 21 26 28 28 26 26 26 25
35-44 43 41 42 46 48 49 47 44 42 39 38
45-54 58 58 60 60 61 63 60 59 59 55 54
55-64 69 71 70 69 71 70 69 66 67 66 65
65+ 78 77 80 81 82 82 80 82 81 80 78
   65-69 76 78 75 76 76 76 75 75 73 72 72
   70-74 77 74 80 81 83 82 78 79 79 79 76
   75+ 79 78 84 84 86 84 84 86 86 86 83
42 44 44 46 48 51 50 51 51 50 49
<35 26 26 25 25 27 29 29 29 29 26 24
35-44 41 40 41 43 45 48 45 46 46 43 43
45-54 47 47 47 51 52 53 54 54 52 51 51
55-64 50 54 55 57 59 60 61 60 61 57 56
65+ 61 65 65 65 67 69 68 68 68 69 68
   65-69 57 59 60 62 62 66 62 65 63 63 63
   70-74 64 66 63 64 66 66 67 64 65 69 67
   75+ 62 69 68 67 70 72 72 71 73 73 71
53 54 55 57 59 60 59 59 59 57 57
<35 19 17 18 19 22 24 24 23 22 20 19
35-44 38 43 42 43 46 49 50 45 46 40 41
45-54 52 55 56 57 59 58 54 54 54 52 52
55-64 64 65 63 64 68 68 67 65 64 61 61
65+ 63 64 66 69 70 71 70 70 70 70 70
   65-69 67 66 69 70 70 71 68 70 70 67 68
   70-74 64 66 69 72 73 72 72 73 72 72 70
   75+ 60 62 64 67 69 70 70 70 70 71 70
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Housing Vacancy Surveys, modified from detailed Table 17. See
http://www.census.gov/housing/hvs/data/ann14ind.html.















1994 1995 1998 2001 2004 2007 2009 2010 2013 2014
By Region
Northeast 62 62 63 64 65 65 64 64 63 62
Midwest 68 69 71 73 74 72 71 71 70 69
South 66 67 69 70 71 70 70 69 67 66
West 59 59 61 63 64 64 63 61 59 59
By Race and Ethnicity
White, Non-Hispanic 70 71 73 74 76 75 75 74 73 73
Black 42 43 46 48 49 47 46 45 43 43
Hispanic 41 42 45 47 48 50 48 48 46 45
Asian 51 51 53 54 60 60 59 59 57 57
Appendix Table A7-2:  Homeownership Rates by Region and by Race and Ethnicity of
ALL Householder
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Housing Vacancy Surveys, modified from detailed Table 14 and
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